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Havana is rather a smoldering volcano of life, of 
Kaffir politics, of race and class struggles; it is 
brutal, realistic, palpitating with vitality as few 
cities in Latin America —the new, violent stridency 
of a culture and a way of life still unfulfilled, its 
contours still undetermined. 


— Carleton Beals, The Crime of Cuba (1933) 
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Introduction 


t the end of December 1956, two Colombian brothers, Rafael and Tomas 

Herran Olózaga, were apprehended in Havana while holding a ship- 

ment of heroin valued at sixteen thousand dollars. The brothers, a 

chemist and pilot, respectively, were twins who hailed from elite fami- 

lies in Bogotá and Medellin. Their paternal great-great-grandfather, 

Tomas Cipriano de Mosquera, and great-grandfather, Pedro Alcantara Her- 

ran, had served as presidents of Colombia during the nineteenth century. On 

their mother’s side, they were closely related to the Echavarria Olózaga family, 
which formed part of Medellin’s leading industrial clan.’ 

The brothers had arrived in Havana on 1 November 1956, from Colom- 
bia, passing first through Jamaica. Arrested with them were two Colom- 
bian women, one of whom had helped bring the drugs into Cuba. The other, 
Tomas’s wife, functioned as a courier, smuggling the drugs into the United 
States using her status as a university student in Philadelphia. A Cuban was 
also arrested along with the four Colombians. 

The Herran Olózaga brothers confessed that they had brought drugs into 
Cuba before. After their arrest, all of the parties except Tomas were released 
on bail and traveled to Mérida, Mexico. Tomas, evidently the gang’s leader, re- 
mained imprisoned in Cuba for a year. After gaining his freedom, he returned 
to Medellín. In February 1957, however, agents of the Colombian Intelligence 
Service, backed by an official of the U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics, raided 
the brothers' laboratory in a Medellín suburb, where they had been processing 
cocaine since at least 1952. In the wake of this action, officials learned that the 
brothers had previously trafficked in Ecuadorian opium. As early as 1939, in 
fact, both the Colombian and German police had suspected that Rafael was 
a drug trafficker, suspicions created when they learned of his attempt to get a 
German drug manufacturer to sell cocaine and morphine in amounts greater 
than one kilogram to the Union Pharmacy he operated in Medellin?” 


THE CASE OF THE Herrán Olózaga brothers demonstrates that cross-border 
drug trafficking in Latin America was anything but an enterprise ofthe poor? 
On the contrary, it demanded a certain know-how as well as financial capital 
and international connections. In view of such requirements, it is little won- 
der that a considerable number of drug traffickers who operated in the region 
during these years were of immigrant origin. Furthermore, the incident in- 
volving the Herrán Olózaga brothers assumes added significance precisely 
because it did not represent an isolated event in mid-twentieth-century Cuba. 
All through the era of Prohibition in the United States, from 1920 until the 
mid-1930s, the island served as a source of contraband alcohol for its northern 
neighbor, and illegal drugs were sent from Cuba to be processed in European 
laboratories. Furthermore, in addition to serving as a transmission zone for 
drugs, Cuba became a country in which a variety of prohibited substances 
were consumed, from the opium used by members of the immigrant Chinese 
community (the largest such community in Latin America), to the marijuana 
used by those of more humble origin, to cocaine, the drug of choice among 
members of the country's elite. 

Over the first decades of the twentieth century, Cuba's economy became 
closely tied both to international commerce and to successive waves of mi- 
gration. Already possessing one of the richest economies in the Americas 
during the colonial period, Cuba experienced a growth boom led by sugar 
beginning in the early years of the nineteenth century. Moreover, by 1900, 
Cuba ranked as the second-most-urbanized country in Latin America, after 
Uruguay and a little ahead of Argentina.* Cuba's development during these 
decades was highlighted by the continued growth of the sugar sector, which 
reached its zenith in 1925 and persisted at high levels until 1930, when the 
Great Depression dealt a severe blow to demand. By the outset of the 1920s, 
Cuba commanded 65 percent of the U.S. market for sugar; the island, in turn, 
became the principal market for boxcars and the second-biggest market (after 
Japan) for train tracks produced in North America. Cuba also served as a 
major outlet for other machinery and durable goods manufactured in the 
United States and, along with Canada and Mexico, constituted one of the 
three largest markets for North American investment in the Americas. Such 
robust economic growth yielded positive social outcomes: by 1930, Cuba had 
attained the second-highest life expectancy in Latin America, trailing only 
wealthier Argentina, and its population boasted a literacy rate of 7o percent? 
Even Cuba's nonwhite population exceeded the Latin American average for 
literacy; in 1919, for example, the literacy rate among Afro-Cubans stood at 
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53 percent? In 1934, Cuba possessed no fewer than fifty-one radio stations 
(half of them located in Havana), a figure exceeded worldwide by only three 
countries — the United States, Canada, and the Soviet Union.’ Even during 
the 1950s, when Cuba felt the effects of an unstable sugar market and slacken- 
ing economic growth, it remained among the hemisphere’s elite countries in 
terms of social and economic indicators. In this period, many middle-class 
residents of Havana enjoyed a high standard of living and benefited from the 
fruits of a consumption boom. Simultaneously, however, and equally signifi- 
cant, the gains registered by the country’s construction and industrial sec- 
tors worsened the economic gap between Havana and the rest of the country, 
paralleling the inequalities that divided Cuba’s urban and rural sectors more 
generally? 

Cuba's population and Cuban society had been formed by different waves 
of migration. One such wave occurred in the early nineteenth century, when a 
considerable number of French fled the chaos that engulfed Haiti after its tri- 
umphant slave rebellion. Escapees from the former French colony established 
themselves primarily on Cuba's eastern end, and in lesser numbers around 
Havana and Matanzas, and contributed to the modernization of Cuba's sugar 
and coffee production.’ In 1819, another contingent of French arriving from 
another former colony, Louisiana, founded a settlement that eleven years later 
would be rechristened Cienfuegos.'? The second major wave of migration, a 
massive one that endured for several decades, involved the Spanish. During 
the first half of the nineteenth century, some 60,000 Spaniards immigrated to 
Cuba, more than the total number of Spanish immigrants to all of the remain- 
ing countries of the Americas over the same period." Then, between 1868 and 
1898, Cuba witnessed the arrival of 1,000,000 Spaniards — 464,503 civilians 
and 535,495 soldiers. Even discounting both the soldiers who died during the 
wars of independence and the civilians and soldiers who returned from the 
island to Spain, this high level of migration means that until 1902 Cuba served 
as the principal destination of Spanish immigrants. In addition, substantial 
numbers of Chinese, Jamaicans, Haitians, Middle Easterners, and other Eu- 
ropeans immigrated to Cuba. The North American community was likewise 
numerous." The stream of North American migrants into Cuba began in the 
last years of the nineteenth century and included speculators, fortune hunt- 
ers, prostitutes, and entire families. These colonists found their way into Cuba 
from all parts of the United States and purchased tracts of rural property 
where they could work the land. In this respect, they were particularly drawn 
to the provinces of Camagüey and Oriente and to the Isle of Pines. So strong, 
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in fact, was the immigrants' attachment to the Isle of Pines that certain ele- 
ments among them exerted great pressure to have it annexed to the United 
States.? Furthermore, nearly eighty of the American agricultural colonies 
established in Cuba contained immigrants of other nationalities — British, 
Canadian, German, and Scandinavian. Japanese immigrants founded an 
agricultural cooperative on the Isle of Pines, shipping much of the coopera- 
tive's products to the North American market." In 1931, Cuba's foreign popu- 
lation included Spaniards (59 percent), Haitians (18 percent), Jamaicans (6.5 
percent), Chinese (5.8 percent), and North Americans (1.6 percent), with other 
nationalities and ethnicities accounting for the remainder. 

Although the Spanish immigrants had fanned out across the island, almost 
half of them made their home in the province of Havana." Similarly, the city 
of Havana served as the main port of entrance, though a substantial number 
of immigrants disembarked at Santiago de Cuba.'* With the exception of the 
Canary Islanders, who set themselves up on family farms to grow tobacco, the 
Spanish immigrants generally elected to settle in Cuba's cities. Such decided 
preference for urban living conformed to the pattern exhibited elsewhere 
— for example, among their compatriots who had taken up residence in 
Argentina. 

Of course, obtaining a firmer idea of the true, or net, number of Spanish 
immigrants to Cuba requires taking into account how many returned to Spain 
and how many made multiple entries into Cuba. As late as 1933, the majority 
of the children of these immigrants kept their Spanish citizenship, thereby 
inflating the number of Spaniards counted within the island's total popula- 
tion. Yet even in light of these factors, the size of Cuba's Spanish colony far 
exceeded that of all the country’s other immigrant communities combined.” 
In addition, most Spanish immigrants to Cuba were male; the country's Span- 
ish immigrant colony had the lowest proportion of women of any such colony 
in Latin America.” 

In 1900, as a consequence of the great influx of immigrants into Cuba, 
the island's U.S. military governor, Leonard Wood, established a temporary 
settlement for them, Camp Triscornia. This camp, which served many of the 
same purposes as New York's Ellis Island or Buenos Aires's Hotel for Immi- 
grants, was located off the Bay of Havana, on the shore across from the district 
known as Old Havana. Immigrants were required to stay in this collection 
of buildings surrounded by countryside until either the government could 
guarantee them work or some friend, relative, or organization was willing to 
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accept responsibility for them. The camp also housed foreigners undergoing 
the deportation process.” 

By and large, the Spanish immigrants to Cuba prospered economically; 
indeed, by 1932, they ran an estimated nearly forty-three thousand businesses, 
dispersed across multiple areas of service, commerce, and industry. Above all, 
however, Spanish immigrants dominated the island’s trade and commerce. 
In 1899, for example, more than half of Cuba’s shopkeepers were Spanish. A 
generation later, more than half of the island’s stores and corner businesses, 
known as bodegas, still remained owned by Spanish immigrants.” Further- 
more, the most successful Spanish merchants had since the nineteenth cen- 
tury operated as middlemen and lenders of capital to the sugar refineries, and 
a considerable number had become plantation owners. 

The first decades of the twentieth century were also strongly tinged by the 
Cuban wars of independence and their aftermath and by the island's stron- 
ger integration with the U.S. economy as well as the burgeoning influence 
of North American cultural values. Moreover, the destruction and disorder 
wrought by the wars had left the old creole bourgeoisie in a battered and 
weakened state. In the wake of the Ten Years' War (1868—78), the properties 
of wealthy creole independentistas, or those fighting for independence from 
Spain, were expropriated. The war of 1895-98 subsequently brought the new 
middle-class leadership of the independence movement into direct confron- 
tation with both the Spanish imperial authorities and the Cuban elite. To 
these developments were added new economic opportunities and patterns 
of consumption stemming from the expansion of the U.S. economy and its 
influence on the island's rapid growth at the outset of the twentieth century, 
along with a newfound belief in the ethic of the self-made man. This belief, 
quickly adopted and assimilated by a growing number of Cubans, was ac- 
companied by widespread social mobility and the rise of a new stratum of 
merchants, businessmen, and managers.” Similarly, communications — both 
on the island itself and with the outside world — also experienced rapid im- 
provement. Impressive strides occurred in both shipping and air transport; 
the Havana airport, in fact, claimed the distinction of being among the first of 
the world's airports to handle international flights.” In the economic sphere, 
trade between North America and the island increased from $27 million in 
1877 to $430 million in 19177? Finally, direct U.S. investment in Cuba climbed 
from $215 million in 1914 to $13 billion in 19247 

This climate of social fluidity and economic growth and of openness not 
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only to the United States but also to international flows of goods and capital, 
aligned with the practice of accepting immigrants from other countries, con- 
tributed to the growth of Cuba's underground economy. In his analysis of re- 
cent patterns of drug trafficking, such as those found in Colombia, Christian 
M. Allen has noted that as a “trans-national industry,” drug trafficking flour- 
ishes when those countries that harbor and export it effect strong linkages to 
streams of legal goods and services. Thus empowered, drug traffickers avail 
themselves of the “commercial and technological advances in licit industries" 
and deeper “economic ties to the U.S.””* The conditions identified by Allen 
apply to Cuba during the first six decades of the twentieth century. 

In light of Havana's cosmopolitan character, dynamic economy, and priv- 
ileged geographic position, those inhabitants who trafficked in goods and 
people were not just Cuban but were of various nationalities and included 
North Americans, Europeans, and Middle Easterners.? Moreover, in cos- 
mopolitan societies, to take up Francisco Thoumi's line of argument, "eth- 
nic minorities who lack strong loyalties to the main currents of society have 
formed the nucleus of the trafficking networks” for illicit goods.*” In keeping 
with this dynamic and reflecting their multinational character, the drug traf- 
fickers developed networks in Europe, the Middle East, South America, and 
the United States. Thus, Cuba was not a simple victim of drug trafficking, as 
contemporary writers on the island have argued,” but instead played a very 
active, forward role in the operation of the business. Indeed, with regard to 
the trade in both illegal drugs in particular and legal products in general, 
Latin American businessmen, as a recent work on South American commod- 
ity chains makes clear, ^were much more than simple marionettes set to dance 
by overseas commands and demands. They were not simply passive victims. 
Often they played enterprising, defining, and even controlling roles."?? 

Furthermore, the international trade in illegal drugs is ultimately a matter 
of supply and demand, with demand coming from consuming countries and 
supply from producers and traffickers. A country or region does not become 
a base of operations for drug traffickers and their networks simply by virtue 
of its geographic proximity to markets. Rather, the economic, political, social, 
and even judicial conditions governing regions and countries play a role, as 
do producers and exporters. 

Contraband and smuggling had a long history in Cuba, and the country 
suffered both from an inefficient system of justice and from rampant and 
widespread corruption.” Between 1902 and 1958, “not a year went by without 
conspiracies, revolts, or political assassinations." Such chronic instability fos- 


6 :: Introduction 


tered an environment that lacked any clear rules for maintaining civic peace, 
an environment in which corruption, although constantly denounced, was 
never punished.** Taking the diagnosis one step further, the climate of politi- 
cal anarchy and pervasive corruption, combined with the close ties between 
Cuba and especially Havana and international currents of trade and migra- 
tion, facilitated the consolidation of drug trafficking on the island. Thoumi is 
therefore correct in asserting that "beyond yielding profits, illegal economic 
activity requires the existence of both weak state and social mechanisms for 
controlling individuals’ behavior.”* Kathryn Meyer and Terry Parssinen are 
similarly correct in stating that “narcotics traffickers thrive in areas of politi- 
cal tension and instability.”*° 

The events described and analyzed in this book cover nearly half a century, 
from the time of U.S. Prohibition in the 1920s to the first years of the Cuban 
Revolution, when the subject of drug trafficking became one more weapon in 
the Cold War and one of the U.S. government's key pressure points in attack- 
ing Fidel Castro's regime. The volume thus examines not only Cuban history 
but also the perceptions and fears that underlay U.S. domestic and interna- 
tional politics. To significant effect, the period studied in this book coincides 
with what another work has called "the classic period of narcotic control" in 
the United States — “classic in the sense of simple, consistent, and rigid"? This 
history therefore transcends the limits of national borders, not only because it 
concerns the movement of goods and people across such borders but because 
the problems it confronts were seen to reflect not only local issues but matters 
pertaining to other societies as well. That the narrative I trace, furthermore, 
necessarily occurs within the larger framework of transnational history is 
really beyond question, since Cuba, in the words of Damián J. Fernández, 
“was born transnational.”** In equal measure, a transnational focus that em- 
phasizes international connections — both material and cultural — within the 
context of the economic expansion of the West also underlines this work.?? 

The book also reveals information, for the most part heretofore unpub- 
lished, about drug trafficking networks in Cuba and about the traffic of drugs 
between the island and other regions of the world, including not just the 
United States but also the Andean countries, Mexico, the Middle East, and 
France. Through the pages of this work pass a procession of people of vary- 
ing nationalities, including Spaniards, Chinese, French of Corsican origin, 
Middle Easterners, Latin Americans, and members of the U.S. mafia — as 
well as Cubans, of course. As documents from Cuban and North American 
archives demonstrate, the mafia concentrated its business ventures in Cuba 
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mainly on casinos and the hotel industry, not, as Cuban writer Enrique Ci- 
rules has asserted, on drug trafficking.* Following the trail of Cirules's argu- 
ment, other scholars have maintained that before the Cuban Revolution, "the 
North American mafia had made plans to fully develop drug trafficking and 
drug consumption in Cuba.”* However, the mafia's commitment to such a 
plan was not at all certain. 

Casinos were legal in Cuba, and when they were joined with hotels, the 
resulting businesses yielded very high profits. During the 1950s, moreover, the 
government subsidized these ventures through the extension of generous loans. 
Conversely, despite the complex structure of the drug trafficking networks 
— a function of their global scale — the business itself remained relatively 
small (though dangerous as a result of the application of constant pressure, es- 
pecially from the United States). Shipments and confiscations were measured 
in grams, ounces, pounds, and kilos, not in tons, as has recently been the case. 
During the decades that form the principal period of this study, the economic 
and political power of drug trafficking was limited to bribing middle-range 
functionaries and police; now, however, the drug trade has permeated the 
highest levels of the state, weakening it and allowing drug traffickers to wield 
extensive political power.^? 

U.S. authorities also used the problems associated with drug trafficking 
as a device to combat communism during the Cold War. The central role in 
this effort was played by the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), a U.S. govern- 
ment agency founded in 1930 and directed since its inception by the obsessive 
Harry J. Anslinger. Anslinger viewed drug trafficking and drug consumption 
as purely a police problem; he characterized drug traffickers as “murderers” 
and drug addicts as “criminals first and addicts afterwards." ^ Furthermore, 
Anslinger brooked no opposition to his ideas, regardless of whether such 
opposition originated from abroad or from within the United States.** He 
also embodied a political tradition that came out of the Progressive Era, a 
time of “profound [U.S.] social transformations resulting from industrializa- 
tion, urbanization, and new patterns of immigration" when reform-minded 
zealots sought to condemn and prohibit any type of conduct that might be 
considered “deviant,” such as the consumption of alcohol and drugs, gam- 
bling, prostitution, and homosexuality.* Reformism of this type, promoted 
by persons of Anglo-Saxon and Protestant background, sought especially to 
control immigrants who came from the southern and eastern parts of Europe 
(Catholics and Jews) and who generally lived in urban working-class neigh- 
borhoods.** In the view of David T. Courtwright, “Industrialization created 
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influential groups for whom unregulated commerce in intoxicating drugs was 
not profitable, and these groups acted as a counterweight to those for whom 
it was still lucrative. ... As the social environment changed, becoming more 
rationalized, bureaucratized, and mechanized, the distribution of cheap in- 
toxicants became more troublesome and divisive.’*” Hence, certain pleasures 
and practices that people in the United States had fancied at the beginning 
of the century now offended reformers, who sought to oppose and proscribe 
such vices.** David Musto thus correctly concludes that the narcotics problem 


in the United States was more political than medical and legal.” 


Equally valid 
is Dwight B. Heath’s assertion that “many of the problems associated with 
drugs and alcohol, significantly, can best be viewed as social constructs.”°° 

Asa result of all of these factors, Cuba became in one sense an escape valve, 
a place in which North American visitors could have free rein to explore areas 
of experience unchecked by the norms and strictures of their own society. At 
the same time, their pursuit of such experience does not mean that they "cor- 
rupted" the island. North Americans did not introduce gambling, drinking, 
or even drug consumption to Cuba. Cuban society was unmistakably one of 
options, options that included a host of decadent pleasures. Ironically, after 
Fidel Castro gained power in 1959, his campaigns, complete with moralizing 
overtones, to reform society smacked ofthe same type ofanxiety and concern 
that had sparked similar campaigns in the United States decades earlier. 

I strongly disagree with the assertion that drug trafficking in prerevolu- 
tionary Cuba “functioned as a type of genocide" and “as a business protected 
by the government" in which "the dominant class, the agents of imperialism, 
poisoned Cuban youth with drugs and narcotics."*' In reality, marijuana and 
opium use resulted in arrests and prosecution, with justice meted out, such 
as it was, along class and even racial lines: jail sentences for selling and con- 
suming drugs went to the poor — small-time traffickers or consumers — who 
generally dealt in marijuana or to Chinese immigrants accused of smoking 
opium. Persons of means and members of the elite also “poisoned” them- 
selves by taking drugs such as cocaine, but their wealth or privileged place 
in society generally afforded them protection from the law. And although 
many Cubans saw holding power and governing as meaning little more than 
enriching oneself at the cost of the state, successive governments on the island 
did not necessarily protect large-scale drug dealers; on occasion, the govern- 
ment even went after them — for example, during Fulgencio Batista's dictato- 
rial second administration in the 1950s. 

Recent work published in Cuba concerning drug trafficking, such as the 
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studies by Enrique Cirules and Francisco Arias Fernández, portrays the island 
prior to 1959 as a haven of official corruption fueled by drug trafficking while 
claiming that Batista personally supported the drug traffickers. Again, how- 
ever, no empirical evidence has come to light to sustain the notion that Batista 
offered such support during the 1950s.” Just as Cirules and Arias Fernández 
attempt to picture the Cuba of this era as a den of corruption, other Cuban 
authors, equally lacking empirical evidence but citing "official" figures, claim 
that before the triumph of the revolution, the “Bordello of the Caribbean" 
or the “Brothel of America,” with a population of just over 6 million, had 
between 100,000 and 150,000 prostitutes and 20,000 brothels.” According to 
Amir Valle, following the line of Cirules's argument, "it clearly emerges [that] 
one of the root causes of the increase in prostitution on the island [was] the 
penetration by North American mafia bosses of the secret world where the 
relationship between government and social and economic power gets fleshed 
out, above all at the beginning of the last years of the 1920s." Valle adds that 
in Havana, ^whorehouses sprang up in every imaginable location, each one 
having more than ten prostitutes, and no important place in the city could be 
found where drugs did not circulate. Huge amounts of money were gambled 
away, and thousands of prostitutes were at immediate beck and call.”°* 

Regarding these works, Louis A. Pérez Jr. observes that "public policy and 
historical constructs fused as Havana sought purposefully to discredit the 
prerevolutionary past. Indeed, revolutionary policy and revisionist histori- 
ography early arrived at a consensus which affirmed the turpitude of the old 
order. The past was characterized as a vice-laden age in which oppression, 
corruption, and exploitation flourished under the enforced sanction of the 
United States.” 

In analogous fashion, after the Second World War, the same North Ameri- 
can tourists perceived Miami and Miami Beach as a combination of "sun, 
sand, and sea; of sex, sport, and sin. Part Montecarlo and part Babylon,” an 
environment in which visitors from the northern United States could frolic 
and take liberties while enjoying anonymity. In 1950, Florida counted 4.5 mil- 
lion visitors, and southern Florida alone was visited by 2 million tourists, 
including middle-class Cubans who chose to come to Miami in the summer, 
when low-season rates prevailed.** Yet despite the presence of thousands of 
these tourists, no one would advance the theory that the Cubans were cor- 
rupting Miami. 

Of course, to demonize and castigate foreigners for the imperfections of 
one's own country is not a tendency unique to revolutionary Cuba. The Chi- 
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nese, too, blamed foreign elements for drugs, gambling, and prostitution in 
their land.” Timothy Brook and Bob Tadashi Wakabayashi have elucidated 
how “a popular historiography targets foreigners as morally culpable for hav- 
ing used opium to intoxicate, impoverish, and demoralize the Chinese people 
—deploying what Chinese in the twentieth century have dubbed ‘policies 
to empoison.”** The popularity of such a view notwithstanding, scholarly 
study has cast doubt on the idea of seeing China “as a victim of the opium 
plague” or, conversely, of contending that opium was “merely imposed by 
imperialism."? Another scholar, William O. Walker III, quite rightly notes 
that "the history of drug control plays an essential part in our understanding 
the United States-Latin American relations in much of the twentieth cen- 
tury.”°° Walker emphasizes culture's defining role in the diplomacy of drug 
trafficking between the two Americas, arguing that "there exist side by side 
a producing culture, a culture of consumption, a culture of violence on the 
part of traffickers, and a bureaucratic culture that has as its object the destruc- 
tion of the other three. What is at stake in this clash of cultures is how the 
members of each culture understand the world around them.”* For Walker, 
coca leaf chewing in the Andes, as with pulque, marijuana, and peyote con- 
sumption in Mexico, have been “traditions, simply put, . . . part of Indian and 
Latin American culture.” Moreover, he adds, “The use of substances such 
as coca leaves and marijuana had become tacitly accepted activities in sev- 
eral countries. As a result, drugs, inseparable from the cultural expression of 
countless people in Latin America, would not be readily controlled there."^? 
In Walker's estimation, respect neither for the law nor for U.S. antidrug poli- 
cies has permeated the “producer cultures,”** and he thus concludes that the 
study of drugs “necessarily becomes a study of cultures in competition"? 
Walker's thesis, based fundamentally on Mexico, Peru, and Bolivia, does not 
apply (or at best applies only marginally) to the Cuban case. The “millenar- 
ian” practices in those countries are a world apart from twentieth-century 
drug trafficking, a phenomenon that falls within the orbit of transnational 
business dealings. Furthermore, over the first half of the twentieth century, a 
high percentage of drug traffickers in Cuba as well as in South America were 
foreigners or immigrants. In short, drug traffickers were the product not of 
the "culture of drugs" but of criminal "cultures" whose members set their 
sights on amassing wealth. In characterizing Latin American drug traffick- 
ing in general and the Cuban variant in particular, it is more appropriate to 
use the term "entrepreneurial crime,” an expression employed by Humbert 
S. Nelli in his book on organized crime in the United States? In the case of 
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Cuba, three groups — Cuban whites, Spanish immigrants, and French contra- 
bandistas — developed relatively sophisticated networks through which to 
supply Cubans with cocaine and heroin. These networks operated in a man- 
ner that paralleled the island's trade in legal goods, under the umbrella of an 
economy tied closely to international commerce and to the infusion of people 
from abroad. 

According to Ivelaw L. Griffith, the islands of the Caribbean serve as a 
bridge for drug trafficking, connecting the source, South America, to the big- 
gest market, the United States?" Nevertheless, for all its persuasive simplicity, 
Griffith's argument does not provide very much information about Cuba in 
particular, where events transpired differently from those on other islands 
between the 1920s and 1960^* During these years, drugs moved across ap- 
proved maritime and air routes that implied a certain level of economic devel- 
opment and sophistication in communications. (The drugs were not carried 
on illicit flights that landed on illegal airstrips, phenomena of more recent 
decades that constitute central factors in Griffith’s analysis.) Furthermore, if 
simple geographic proximity provides the underlying explanation for Cuba's 
development, why did drug trafficking have no great importance either in 
the Dominican Republic and Haiti or in Jamaica during these years? Haiti 
became important to the drug trade only at the beginning of the 1980s, when 
Haitian military officials formed alliances with Colombian drug traffickers, 
who used Haiti as a transshipment point for drugs.^! Moreover, although ar- 
rests of people for marijuana use had occurred in the Dominican Republic 
since the middle of the 1960s, the country did not assume importance as 
a venue for drug shipments until the beginning of the 1980s, when groups 
engaged in organized crime arrived.” An international traffic in cocaine in 
Jamaica dates back only to the 1970s.” 

Finally, the scholarly literature makes only limited reference to drug traf- 
ficking and drug consumption in Cuba. Walkers pioneering study focuses 
on Mexico and South America. Paul Gootenberg's book includes chapters on 
Peru and Mexico; the chapter on Peru mentions Cuba's importance for drug 
trafficking. In his chapter on Mexico, Luis Astorga underscores the impor- 
tant role of Cuban drug traffickers after 1960? Meyer and Parssinen note in 
passing drug trafficking and consumption's importance in Cuba during the 
1920s and 1930s? In her book on tourism in Cuba, Rosalie Schwartz alludes 
in places to drug traffic and to the use of drugs on the island.” Douglas Valen- 
tine cites examples of drug trafficking in Cuba in his book about the Federal 
Bureau of Narcotics.”? Finally, Cirules's writings on Cuba are full of assertions 
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and arguments relative to drug trafficking and narcotics that lack any empiri- 
cal foundation and derive ultimately from subjective political judgments. To 
date no scholar has published a systematic work dealing with the diplomacy 
of drugs, drug trafficking, and drug use in Cuba during the decades preced- 
ing the revolution. 

This volume offers a number of specific points and arguments: 


* Drug trafficking cannot be tied directly to poverty; on the contrary, it 
required international connections, a particular kind of know-how, and 
access to a certain amount of capital. 

e The dynamism ofthe Cuban economy, the consolidation of its close ties 
to international trade and migration, and the development of the coun- 
try's network of international communications during the first decades 
of the twentieth century facilitated drug trafficking, which ultimately 
became a business that reached across the globe. 

e Cuba's physical proximity to the United States does not in itself explain 
the drug trafficking networks that existed between the two countries. 
The island's close ties with the North American economy and the role of 
both legitimate trade and contraband must also be taken into account. 

e Conditions internal to Cuba, such as political instability, a climate of 
permissiveness, and judicial impunity are also key to understanding the 
drug trade and the consumption of illegal drugs. 

+ During the period under study, a significant number of drug traffickers 
both in Cuba and in South America were immigrants who had settled 
in the region. 

* In Cuba, patterns of illegal drug consumption were related to ethnicity 
and class. 

* Cubacannot be considered a "victim" of drug trafficking. Native Cubans 
as well as immigrants living on the island played a very active role in the 
development of international drug trafficking networks. 

e The expansion of casinos in Cuba in the years before the revolution did 
not derive from the simple presence of the U.S. mafia. Casino construc- 
tion accorded with Cuban government policies to stimulate tourism and 
to compensate for the fluctuations in sugar prices on the international 
market; gambling, furthermore, was a deeply rooted tradition through- 
out Cuban society. 

+ The subject of drug trafficking advanced political ends during the Cold 
War. During the first years of the revolution, the FBN accused Castro of 
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heading up drug trafficking from the island; by the same token, Cubans 
accused North Americans of having corrupted the island country by 
engaging in various illicit activities, among them drug trafficking. 

e The U.S. mafia was not involved in the drug business in Cuba. The FBN’s 
political perceptions (as in the Luciano Affair) and those of contempo- 
rary Cuban authors are alike in being wrong on this point. 


Although this book focuses on the subject of drug trafficking, it also in- 
cludes chapters that deal with smuggling and gambling as part of a wider tra- 
jectory of vice. The first chapter takes up the topic of U.S. Prohibition during 
the 1920s and 1930s and the related problem of smuggling from Cuba. Chapter 
2 considers two other issues critical to the 1930s — the Cuban political back- 
drop and drug trafficking. Chapter 3 deals with Chinese immigration to Cuba 
and the related issue of opium consumption. Chapter 4 analyzes the 1940s, 
while chapter 5 ties these years to a critical discussion of the Luciano Af- 
fair, the controversy surrounding the several months that Salvatore Lucania, 
alias Lucky Luciano, spent in Cuba during 1946-47. Chapter 6 considers the 
problem of drug trafficking under the government of Carlos Prío Socarrás. 
Chapter 7 covers gambling in Cuba, emphasizing that the practice was not 
"imposed" by the U.S. mafia but sprang from traditions deeply rooted on the 
island. Chapters 8 and 9 discuss the connections forged by drug traffickers 
between Cuba and the Andean countries, France, and the Middle East after 
the Second World War. Chapter 10 deals with the matter of drug trafficking 
during the second government of Fulgencio Batista (1952-58), and chapters 11 
and 12 examine the first years of the revolution. Continuities existed between 
the antidrug policies of Batista's second administration and those pursued 
by Fidel Castro during the early years of his rule; the two caudillos were as 
one (though for different reasons) in their efforts to capture and contain drug 
traffickers, a finding that runs contrary to accusations that they collaborated 
and participated in the drug trade. Finally, the epilogue traces the activities of 
drug traffickers who had to leave Cuba after the revolution and transfer their 
business elsewhere in the Americas and in Europe to continue supplying the 
North American market. The epilogue also discusses how Miami became a 
center for both contraband and drug distribution beginning in the 1960s. 

I offer a clarification regarding the use ofthe term “narcotics.” I use the word 
generically in this book to refer to a variety of prohibited drugs. Strictly speak- 
ing, of course, "narcotics" applies to opium and its derivatives. The term was 
used on the international level when opiates were seen as the major problem. 
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Methodological Note on Archival Sources 


This work is based principally on research carried out in different sections 
of two archives, Cuba's National Archive in Havana and the U.S. National 
Archives and Records Administration in College Park, Maryland. At Cuba's 
National Archive, I consulted nine collections that included both documents 
from Cuban government agencies and private papers donated to the archive. 
The information covered such topics as drug trafficking, smuggling, crime, 
immigration, international relations, and Cuban domestic politics. At the U.S. 
National Archives and Records Administration, I consulted as exhaustively 
as possible the rich documentation found in Record Group 17o, which con- 
tains records of the Drug Enforcement Administration, the successor to the 
FBN. The FBN documents that I consulted include correspondence pertaining 
not only to Cuba but also to Mexico, Central America, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Peru, Bolivia, Chile, Europe, and the Middle East, all of which were directly 
connected to drug trafficking into and out of Cuba. I also consulted Record 
Group 59, which contains a large quantity of State Department information 
covering such pertinent topics as relations between the United States and 
Cuba, drug trafficking, smuggling, and Cuban internal affairs. 

I also conducted research in several other archives, including the Pan Amer- 
ican World Airway Archives at the University of Miami, which contains docu- 
mentation on the development and modernization of Cuba's air-based com- 
munications; the Cuban Heritage Collection, also at the University of Miami, 
which contains materials relating to the history of Cuban social and political 
life; Colombia's Archivo General de la Nación, in Bogotá, which yielded more 
information about the Herrán Olózaga brothers; two regional branches ofthe 
U.S. National Archives and Records Administration (the Southeast Region, in 
Atlanta, and the Northeast Region, in New York City), which house judicial re- 
cords for Florida and New York, respectively; and the criminal docket records 
ofthe U.S. District Court in Miami. Information garnered from these archival 
materials has been supplemented by information derived from published pri- 
mary materials and newspapers. 


Introduction :: 15 


This page intentionally left blank 


U.S. Prohibition and 
Smuggling from Cuba 


n 1914, the U.S. Congress received a flood of petitions, signed by 6 mil- 

lion people, urging it to ban alcoholic beverages.' Six years later, a con- 

stitutional amendment prohibiting the manufacture and sale of alcoholic 

beverages across the United States went into effect. With these actions, 

the era of Prohibition had arrived in the United States; it lasted for nearly 
a decade and a half. 

Yet civic and religious campaigns against alcohol consumption were hardly 
new to the country. They had flared sporadically since the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, when Protestant ministers began to preach against the 
practice of imbibing liquor. The first national group to take up the call was 
the Woman's Christian Temperance Union.” Workers and labor leaders alike 
also condemned the consumption of alcohol when it was carried to the ex- 
treme.’ On the state level, Michigan approved an amendment to its constitu- 
tion in November 1916 that prohibited the sale of liquor, an action that half 
of the state’s counties had already taken some five years earlier. Prohibition’s 
early success in Michigan resulted from well-orchestrated campaigns carried 
out by civic and religious leaders, supported by the region’s major business 
figures — most notably, Henry Ford. Ford supported Prohibition in the inter- 
est of efficiency and profits (alcohol consumption lowered workers’ produc- 
tivity), and his company featured a department responsible for overseeing 
workers’ family lives and controlling their drinking habits.* Ford’s crusade 
against alcohol spread to other groups of business leaders? 

The idea of regulating the lives of human beings both at work and at home 
to create an abstemious, more productive workforce thus gained strength 
among U.S. business owners during the first decades of the twentieth cen- 
tury.’ As a consequence of the country’s entrance into the First World War, 
the federal government accrued greater powers, and the nation developed an 


outlook that emphasized austerity and unleashed feelings against whatever 
sounded German, including most of the country's large breweries.’ A further 
source of support for Prohibition came from Big Tobacco. Cigarette manufac- 
turers with well-known brands and national markets found that Prohibition 
worked to their advantage, since the sale of tobacco and cigarettes manufac- 
tured on a local scale by small companies generally took place in bars and 
saloons.* 

Michigan's implementation of Prohibition immediately fueled a very lucra- 
tive trade in contraband alcohol from neighboring Ohio? When Prohibition 
subsequently went into effect across the United States in January 1920, however, 
Canada became the principal source of contraband liquor in the United States, 
and the city of Detroit, strategically located on the border between Michigan 
and Canada, emerged as the focal point for the illicit trade. The business of 
smuggling liquor attracted a wide range of participants — entire families; sec- 
retaries who crossed the Detroit River between Windsor, Ontario, and Detroit, 
every day on their way to work; elements of organized crime, often operating 
with official complicity. Boats and ferries of every type crossed the river with 
contraband aboard, and during the winter, when the river froze over, caravans 
of automobiles made their way across. To transport the contraband liquor, 
cables were even extended from one bank of the river to the other. Indeed, 
contraband alcohol and its distribution (including the thousands of illegal 
distilleries and home stills that sprang up to help serve the trade) trailed only 
the automobile industry in importance among businesses in Detroit and its 
environs. 

Similarly, other entrepreneurs set up plants in the Mexican border cities 
of Piedras Negras and Ciudad Juárez to manufacture whiskey for shipment 
to the United States. The owners of the Ciudad Juárez distillery were in fact 
natives of Colorado. An island near the Yucatán Peninsula and the port of 
Ensenada in Baja California functioned as transit points for shipping liquor to 
Florida and to the U.S. West Coast, respectively." Alcohol was also funneled 
into the United States through the Bahamas, where it was legally imported 
from Great Britain." 

Although the United States and Canada signed an agreement to clamp 
down on contraband liquor, the document had little practical effect. U.S. of- 
ficials wanted a total embargo on the export of alcohol from Canada, but 
Canadian leaders were not inclined to shut down all distilleries and breweries, 
particularly in Ottawa, where the industry had become a major pillar of the 
local economy. Moreover, as the Canadians hastened to point out, Ameri- 
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cans comprised the great majority of smugglers.’* A group of gangsters of 
Jewish origin known as the Purple Gang controlled much of the business of 
importing and distributing Canadian whiskey through Detroit. The gang's 
most notorious clients included Al Capone's crime syndicate in Chicago.“ 
Other bands of smugglers, generally of immigrant origin, also operated out 
of Canada, exporting both liquor that was legally produced and liquor that 
came out of home stills to buyers and markets in New York and Chicago." 
In time, the violation of the law of Prohibition reached such proportions in 
the United States that journalist and social critic H. L. Mencken commented, 
“The business of evading [Prohibition] and making a mock of it has ceased to 
wear any aspects of crime, and has become a kind of national sport.”** 

Prohibition also meant that bartenders and other workers in U.S. saloons 
and taverns abruptly found themselves unemployed, and many consequently 
sought work in Havana, where the number of bars was growing prodigiously. 
Furthermore, several North American liquor manufacturers responded to 
the ban by shifting operations and opening plants — completely legal — in 
Cuba." Entrepreneurs in other fields also seized opportunities to open busi- 
nesses on the island. For example, John Bowman, a leading New York-based 
hotelier, purchased Havana's Hotel Sevilla just a few months after Prohibition 
went into force.'* 

Thus aided by Prohibition and its ripple effects, Cuba evolved into a coun- 
try in which North Americans could act freely and openly, liberated from the 
moral pieties of their own society.’ As historian Louis A. Pérez has observed, 
"It was not merely the availability of alcoholic beverages. . .. The opportunity 
to drink carried a subtext of individual freedom and indulgence.” Moreover, 
"Cuba was constructed intrinsically as a place to flaunt conventions, to in- 
dulge unabashedly . . . in bars and brothels, at the racetrack and the roulette 
table, to experiment with forbidden alcohol, drugs, and sex."?? Two other au- 
thors have made a similar point: by the 1920s, "Cuba had become a haven for 
revelers who escaped U.S. prohibitions against alcohol, horseracing, boxing, 
gambling and other indulgences. Cuba was freedom personified, close enough 
for easy access, yet beyond the reach of North American authority.” When 
their teams traveled to Cuba during the winter, American Major League base- 
ball players frequently had difficulty playing because they had overindulged 
in alcoholic beverages the night before.” 

Yet Havana was not the world's only city where the norms and restrictions 
imposed by Western bourgeois society were routinely violated. Since the early 
years of the twentieth century, London's West End had enjoyed a similar sta- 
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tus. With its mixture of theaters, nightclubs, and other attractions, the district 
lured a variety of types — top-hatted aristocrats, tricksters and petty crimi- 
nals, professional artists of both sexes, all of them unhampered by either the 
strict schedules ofthe working world or the constraints of Victorian morality 
and thus free in their own way to experiment with every type of enticement, 
including drugs.” Buenos Aires, too, featured a West End-like district whose 
racy offerings included, in the words of one visitor, “cinematographic shows 
... which for indecency cannot be outdone either in Port Said or Havana.”?* 
Buenos Aires's brothels and nightclubs also offered their patrons drugs: in- 
deed, the consumption of illegal drugs in Argentina during the first decades 
of the twentieth century was reflected in the dialogue of stage plays and in the 
lyrics of the tango Tiempos viejos (“Do you recall, brother, what times those 
were? ... Nothing was known of cocaine or morphine")? 

Cuban writer Fernando Ortiz described early-twentieth-century Havana as 
a "port — then the busiest and best-known in the New World — where Spain's 
fleets and navy were docked for months at a time, giving rise to the corrupt 
and criminal environment that typifies all of the world's great ports, through 
which parade a robust and steady collection of cosmopolites and adventure 
seekers."?? Building on this heritage, Prohibition helped to solidify Havana as 
one of the brightest stars in the world’s firmament of vice, at least in the eyes 
of visiting Americans. 

North American visitors to the island learned to sample the delights not 
only of Cuban rum but also of a wide variety of European liqueurs and spirits 
that were advertised in a series of English-language publications produced for 
the North American tourist trade." Not surprisingly, many tourists jumped 
at the opportunity to acquire all kinds of liquor, intending to smuggle it 
back into the United States. U.S. customs agents, fully aware of this practice, 
searched all passengers returning from cruises for contraband. Those caught 
not only lost the illicit liquor but were slapped with fines.” The advent of 
air travel opened another channel for transporting contraband. In the 1920s, 
Areomarine West Indies Airways began to fly passengers from New York to 
Havana, with stops in New Jersey, South Carolina, Miami, and Key West; 
the return trip became known as the Hi-Ball Express, since many passengers 
brought bootleg liquor.” 

Pan American Airways began operations in October 1927 with a flight that 
carried mail between Key West and Havana.” A year later, the airline initi- 
ated its Miami-Havana passenger flights, and for a number of years, Havana 
remained the most popular foreign destination for U.S. passengers." In 1928, 
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Pan American inaugurated a flight between Havana and Puerto Rico, with 
stopovers in the Cuban cities of Camagüey and Santiago. The 1920s also saw 
impressive growth in the amount of maritime traffic between the United States 
and Cuba. A score of passenger ships plied weekly between U.S. ports and Ha- 
vana, while a considerable number of automobile travelers took ferries between 
Key West and Havana. During the winter months, five trains made daily runs 
from Chicago to New Orleans, where travelers embarked on ships for Havana; 
another rail route connected Chicago and St. Louis with Key West.” 

Throughout the twentieth century, Cuban officials of varying ideological 
orientations actively promoted tourism, which they saw as potentially the 
country's second-most-lucrative source of revenue after sugar. During the 
early part of the century, Havana was spruced up and modernized not only 
to make life more comfortable for its residents but also to increase its appeal 
for the North American tourist trade. The government spent significant sums 
of money between 1907 and 1919 to improve and upgrade highways, bridges, 
ports, city streets, and sewer systems throughout Cuba, and the end of the 
First World War helped ignite a construction boom in Havana. This pro- 
gram built on efforts begun just after the Spanish-American War, when the 
American occupation force, as much to further North American interests 
as to help Cubans, expanded the network of paved roads and improved the 
telephone and public health services?^ In short, Havana's evolution into a 
prime tourist spot resulted from the interplay of several factors: geographic 
proximity to the U.S. mainland, the alternative that it provided to a society 
constrained by Prohibition, and the city's rapid modernization and beautifi- 
cation, which took place within the broader framework of solid islandwide 
economic growth. 


IN MID-DECEMBER 1924, the U.S. consul general in Havana reported that 
the city “has become the main base for smuggling operations. . . . Cuba is 
the base not only for contraband alcohol but for drug trafficking and the 
movement of illegal immigrants as well." To confront the problem, U.S. State 
Department officials suggested that the country negotiate a treaty with Cuba, 
modeling it on the formal agreement concluded with Canada six months ear- 
lier and on the treaty currently being negotiated with Mexico. The agreement 
with Cuba, proponents further suggested, should incorporate an extradition 
clause applicable in drug-related cases?? Canada and the United States signed 
such an extradition agreement at the beginning of January 1925? 
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U.S. Department of Justice officials also believed that the passage of both 
drugs and illegal foreigners through Havana "had grown by staggering pro- 
portions." The U.S. secretary of the treasury added to the chorus, observing 
that Cuba had become a ground zero for the export of alcohol and narcot- 
ics.** To bolster their case, Treasury Department agents collected information 
about the various types of contraband (liquor, drugs, and illegal immigrants) 
smuggled out of Cuba.” The illegal flow of immigrants, alcohol, and narcot- 
ics between Cuba and the United States was not just the subject of diplomatic 
communiqués; a good many people noticed how contraband trade permeated 
the texture of everyday life. It acquired a literary dimension, too, providing 
material for two fictional works of the late 1930s, Ernest Hemingway’s To Have 
and Have Not and Cuban journalist Enrique Serpa’s Contrabando." 

Prohibition had led to the steady smuggling of rum into the United States 
by ship, but some confusion existed about who was running the contraband 
rum. One point of view held that it came in on ships operating under the 
flags of various countries. Department of State officials believed, however, that 
the majority of ships hauling rum operated under the Cuban flag." Others 
pointed out that numerous Cuban ships were registered in Honduras." The 
Department of State also claimed to have evidence that the captains of rum- 
smuggling ships presented counterfeit embarkation orders to high-level Cuban 
authorities such as the governor of Havana and Cuba's secretary of state, who 
evidenced “indifference . . . to the presentation of false documents." ^ 

Smuggling between Cuba and North America had a rich and long his- 
tory dating back to at least the eighteenth century. Moreover, until the is- 
land achieved independence from Spain at the end of the nineteenth century, 
much of Cuba's trade occurred clandestinely** As early as the seventeenth 
century, smugglers coming from Jamaica set up "veritable trading fairs" along 
the Cuban coastline.* After Spain succumbed to intense British pressure 
and signed an 1817 treaty prohibiting the slave trade, even slaves — in massive 
numbers — were smuggled in.** 

Manuel Moreno Fraginals has noted that from the sixteenth and seven- 
teenth centuries on, smuggling did not bear *a criminal connotation" either 
for many of the colony's inhabitants or for its Spanish administrators; dur- 
ing this period, in fact, several of the island's cities owed their prosperity 
precisely to smuggling and illicit trade.” Another scholar, Ramiro Guerra y 
Sánchez, has observed that “the practice of smuggling was widespread. . . . 
The indulgent complicity of the island's governors and other Crown officials 
was achieved by their sharing in the take and their ready understanding that 
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the trade in clandestine goods was the principal source of wealth for the col- 
ony.”** In Contrabando, one ofthe book's central characters tellingly “exuded 
a naive admiration for the smugglers, failing to discern any difference, by way 
of right and wrong, in their actions."^? 

In 1925, as the United States labored to stem the influx of contraband li- 
quor and other goods, its ambassador to Cuba requested an audience with 
President Gerardo Machado to discuss "the activities of the so-called Flota 
del Ron (Rum Fleet) that's operating between Havana's port and areas not far 
from it along the coast of the United States.”°° In the negotiations to sign a 
treaty prohibiting smuggling, the Americans requested the right to inspect 
and confiscate goods on Cuban ships but sought to deny Cubans the same 
right with regard to U.S. ships, claiming that "ships leaving U.S. ports have 
not contravened Cuban laws with respect to the importation of illicit goods." 
In addition, any attempt to grant such reciprocity would encounter stiff op- 
position in the U.S. Senate as a consequence of pressure brought by lobbyists 
for the country’s merchant marine.” Nevertheless, Cuban negotiators insisted 
that this clause be eliminated or that reciprocity be granted. A legal adviser to 
the Cuban government expressed the feeling, widely shared among his coun- 
trymen, that such negotiations had to defend and uphold the national interest: 
"Cuba, by virtue of its weakness and small size, has to be very careful in its 
actions, since, as [José] Martí reflected, the country's ability to command re- 
spect from the membership of the international juridical community depends 
on its carrying out such actions with a high measure of dignity." 

The United States had already signed parallel agreements aimed at stop- 
ping the smuggling of alcohol with Great Britain, Norway, Denmark, Ger- 
many, Sweden, Italy, Panama, and the Netherlands? All of these agreements 
included the clause rejected by the Cubans. Nonetheless, Cuban officials in- 
sisted that the right to board ships on the high seas was reciprocal in nature 
and that justifiable and well-founded reasons, not merely suspicions or “rea- 
sonable cause,” must exist before a ship could be detained.”* 

Because American officials believed the proposed series of agreements with 
Cuba to be extremely important, they compromised and agreed to the clauses 
as reworked by the Cubans. In early 1926, Cuba and the United States signed 
three treaties. The first, the Additional Extradition Treaty, was signed on 14 
January and supplemented a 1904 treaty by incorporating clauses pertain- 
ing to “crimes against the laws for the suppression of the traffic in narcotic 
products” and to “infractions of the customs laws or ordinances which may 
constitute crimes.” The second treaty, signed on 4 March, addressed mutually 
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agreed-upon mechanisms for suppressing the smuggling of intoxicating li- 
quors. The final treaty, signed on 11 March, covered not only drug and alcohol 
smuggling but also traffic in illegal immigrants and the smuggling of goods 
and products in general? 

During the period of negotiations over the Rum Treaty, as Cubans referred 
to the convention that sought to further suppress the smuggling of liquor, 
Cuban rum manufacturers tried unsuccessfully to prevent their govern- 
ment from signing the agreement? The newspaper Heraldo de Cuba edi- 
torialized against the treaty, emphasizing the economic losses that distillers 
would incur and describing the proposed document as “a humiliating blow to 
Cuban sovereignty.” Furthermore, the newspaper reported, Gustavo Gutiér- 
rez, a lawyer within Cuba's State Department, had, as a gesture of protest, re- 
signed his post.” Press coverage, however, was not uniformly negative. A pro- 
government editorial in the newspaper El Mundo asserted that the three 1926 
treaties constituted “a new success for our diplomacy, . . . a brilliant campaign 
on behalf of our sovereignty,” and insisted that in return for “our demonstra- 
tion of friendship,” the United States should accede to Cuba's request to revise 
the current commercial treaty between the two nations.?? In spite of both the 
pressures that Cuban liquor manufacturers brought against the treaty and 
the rumors that circulated from time to time, especially in the pages of the 
Heraldo de Cuba, that the government was going to renounce it, the treaty re- 
mained in force throughout the period of Prohibition in the United States.?? 

Although the Cubans had the support of Americans with a direct stake 
in the island's economy (businessmen who exported goods manufactured in 
the United States to Cuba and the owners of sugar plantations and refineries), 
the island government failed to obtain the adoption of a new treaty carrying 
reciprocal terms of trade to protect the country's sugar market in the United 
States. The U.S. sugar beet lobby was instrumental in thwarting the proposal 
and in pushing through an accompanying increase in the tariff on Cuban 
sugar during the 1920s. The tariff increase led Machado and the Cuban am- 
bassador to the United States, Orestes Ferrara, to declare that Cuba would 
find itself obliged to embark on a policy of economic self-sufficiency and 
industrialization.? Despite Cuba's objections, the United States would not 
deign to negotiate a new commercial treaty until the beginning of the 1930s, 
when the Great Depression was already under way and U.S. policymakers had 
turned to signing bilateral treaties as a method of stimulating international 
trade. 
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Atthe beginning of 1929, an American diplomat serving as liaison between 
the U.S. embassy and the Department of Treasury's agent in Havana wrote 
that the smuggling of alcohol "presents the greatest problem" and complained 
that "Cuban authorities as a whole are corrupt, weak, and indifferent when 
it comes to cooperating in trying to halt this traffic."*' A State Department 
official expressed a very different view, however, declaring that “Cuba has 
been all but eliminated as a base of operations for those smuggling liquor"? 
American opinion on the subject clearly was far from uniform. Such dis- 
crepancies, added to the complaints and pressures brought by Cuban rum 
manufacturers and even government officials, suggest that rum smuggling 
had at least become more difficult.À? 

Perceptions aside, however, documents and official correspondence from 
the period indicate numerous instances in which ships departed Cuban ports 
for the United States carrying large quantities of contraband alcohol* The 
smuggled liquor comprised primarily different brands of rum but also in- 
cluded wines and other spirits, and the ships were captained and crewed by 
men of various nationalities, including North Americans, Cubans, Span- 
iards, and Britons. The smugglers loaded the liquor legally in Cuba (gener- 
ally in Havana), with manifests declaring ports in Honduras or occasionally 
Belize, Guatemala, the Bahamas, or Mexico as the destinations. However, 
the ships would ultimately head for ports in Florida, Louisiana, Georgia, and 
New York. Most of the vessels were registered under the U.S., British, Cuban, 
or Honduran flags. The Honduran registration was a pure front, a disguise: 
ships bearing it belonged to other countries. Vessels registered to Honduras 
theoretically had no reason not to transport liquor from Cuba to countries 
where it was legal. But all but the most naive observers must have realized 
that the ships could not have had ports in Guatemala or Honduras (many of 
them primitive fishing villages) as their terminal points, since neither coun- 
try had markets sophisticated enough to absorb the cargos supposedly being 
imported. Still another disembarkation point for the ships was the sparsely 
populated archipelago of Saint Pierre and Miquelon, a French settlement situ- 
ated to the south of Canada's Newfoundland coast. Saint Pierre, popularly 
dubbed the Champagne Island, was known to be one of the drop points vis- 
ited by rum smugglers? When circumstances required them to do so, the 
ships' captains fell back on the same excuses: they had lost their manifests or 
had drifted off course because of bad weather or because of damage to the ves- 
sel suffered when leaving port. In Havana, the captains' contacts were either 
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Cubans or Americans operating under cover of legal companies or occasion- 
ally even customs agents. 

In addition to liquor, the smuggling routes between Cuba and the United 
States were also used to transport other contraband goods such as Cuban 
fruitand American cigarettes to Florida and Cuba, respectively. In particular, 
cigarettes were smuggled onto the U.S. military base at Guantánamo? Drugs 
brought into the United States from Cuba, a relatively important problem in 
their own right, also traveled the same routes.” 

In many cases, despite American diplomats' complaints to the contrary, 
Cuban authorities cooperated in suppressing smuggling. Indeed, American 
officials at times credited their Cuban counterparts for detaining and cap- 
turing smugglers.** And although numerous ships steamed out of Havana 
Harbor loaded with contraband, Cuban bureaucrats often made careful in- 
spections of ships awaiting embarkation, coming on board to verify cargos, 
manifests, and compass settings. In some cases, when smugglers refused to 
allow or sought to evade inspections, Cuban authorities fired shots.” 

As one U.S. observer pointed out, while Americans as a whole may have 
embraced Prohibition with enthusiasm when it was first adopted, they soon 
lost their taste for it, and the federal government compounded the problem by 
failing to invest the necessary resources to seal the country's land and sea bor- 
ders and prevent contraband from entering.” Prohibition not only failed but 
brought violence in its wake by strengthening the hand of organized crime in 
the United States. Faced with a shrinking number of supporters and a growing 
number of critics, Prohibition became a central theme in the 1932 U.S. presi- 
dential race, with Democratic candidate Franklin D. Roosevelt promising to 
repeal the ban if elected. Both Republicans and Democrats seemed more in- 
terested in discussing Prohibition than in offering programmatic solutions 
to the Great Depression, a state of affairs that caused renowned educator and 
social philosopher John Dewey to remark, “Here we are in the midst of the 
greatest crisis since the Civil War and the only thing the two national parties 
seem to want to debate is booze." In 1931, while serving as governor of New 
York, Roosevelt had supported the anti-Prohibition campaign.” After he as- 
sumed the presidency, Congress repealed Prohibition, with some supporters 
of the measure chanting, “Vote, vote! We want beer!” during the debate lead- 
ing up to the vote.” Business magnates such as brothers Pierre and Irénée Du 
Pont threw their support behind the move to end Prohibition. Their motives 
were not entirely divorced from economic self-interest. While many business 
leaders clearly believed that Prohibition infringed on individual freedom, 
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they also hoped that the federal income tax would be replaced by a tax on 
alcohol consumption.” 

The end of Prohibition, however, did not spell the end of the trade in con- 
traband liquor. Smuggling from Cuba continued because it offered a way to 
evade taxes. Consequently, a great flotilla of ships, registered variously to Hon- 
duras, Guatemala, and Great Britain and marked by their manifests to sink 
anchor in Central American and Canadian ports, continued to head for the 
United States bearing cargos of illicit liquor? The liquor thus shipped had 
been legally manufactured and included such labels as Mill Creek, Isidoro 
Jaureguizar, La Campana, Ceferino Lavin, and even Bacardi Rum? 

Predictably, American officials voiced their displeasure over this renewed 
wave of smuggling. High officials of the Cuban government were very sensi- 
tive to such complaints, especially in light of the efforts then under way to 
negotiate a new treaty governing commercial relations between the two coun- 
tries, a treaty in which the Cubans were seeking reciprocal terms of trade.” 
The Cuban government, like those of many other Latin American countries, 
reacted to the Great Depression by signing commercial treaties to protect the 
country's primary exports at the expense of nascent industrial interests. The 
Roosevelt administration was receptive to signing such bilateral agreements, 
which it viewed as a way to help rebuild and widen the country's share of in- 
ternational trade. To this end, the United States negotiated and signed a total 
of thirty-seven commercial agreements, many of them with Latin American 
countries, including Cuba. A bilateral treaty meant that Cubans could defend 
their sugar market in the United States without having to weaken or sacrifice 
a corresponding strength in their local economy, although more industrial- 
ized Latin American countries could not avoid doing so.”* Between 1927 and 
1933, Cuba also concluded commercial treaties with Spain, Canada, France, 
Japan, Portugal, and Chile, among other countries.” 

Cuban officials also believed that "illegal conduct and bribery" under- 
mined the country's “moral order."*? At the same time, however, Cuba's sec- 
retary of the treasury emphasized that the trade in smuggled goods between 
Cuba and the United States cut both ways: 


All of the smugglers operate out of bases in Florida, and, eager to learn 
about the system of contraband, its organization, and inner workings, I 
arranged for two inspectors to move to Tampa and Key West, tasking them 
to give me a report explaining just how the smugglers operate in the United 
States... . At bottom, the effective and final stamping out of contraband 
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goods will be impossible as long as American cigarettes are taxed at such 
a prohibitive level in Cuba and the United States maintains its tariff on 
liquor. Both policies make smuggling a productive business.?' 


The secretary's skepticism was grounded in a realistic assessment of the envi- 
ronment. All the same, the Cuban authorities launched a campaign to break 
up the operation that was smuggling liquor out of the country from the ports 
of El Mariel and Bahía Honda. In so doing, they discovered that numerous 
customs agents were caught up in the illegal activity. The government re- 
sponded by firing the customs administrator in El Mariel and expelling from 
the country several Americans involved in the smuggling operations? The 
investigations and resulting dismissal of various government employees di- 
rectly affected the country's liquor manufacturers, who in protest threatened 
to shut down Cuba's twenty-six operating distilleries.** 


TRAFFIC IN ILLEGAL immigrants particularly involved the Chinese, who 
were regularly smuggled out of Cuba to the United States. U.S. authorities 
periodically rounded up illegal Chinese aliens and sent them back to Cuba, 
straining relations between the two countries.** Chinese persons also entered 
the United States illegally from western Canada; in fact, the U.S. vice consul 
in Vancouver issued false documents that enabled Chinese immigrants to 
enter the country.** Although the traffic in illegal aliens may have centered 
on the Chinese, numerous cases were reported involving Spanish, Greek, and 
Armenian immigrants, among other nationalities?? As might be expected, 
a brisk market existed for false papers, passports, and Cuban birth certifi- 
cates and for American naturalization papers. Foreigners eager to settle in the 
United States could buy the documents on the streets of Havana. Not coinci- 
dentally, Tampa, Florida, served simultaneously as one of the main sources 
for false birth certificates and as home to a considerable colony of Cuban 
expatriates.” 

Yet another channel of illegal immigration involved Haitians, who were 
ferried over and deposited on Cuba's coasts before dispersing to work as field 
hands on the island's plantations.** Jamaicans and Haitians combined to form 
the second-largest immigrant bloc on the island, trailing only the Spanish. 
The large number of immigrants from Jamaica and Haiti resulted in part 
from a 1912 Cuban governmental decree promoted by the country's sugar 
industry, which had been searching for a source of cheap manual labor.** Cu- 
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bans outside the sugar sector had opposed this initiative, arguing that Cuba 
already had too many blacks and that further immigration from the Antilles 
would lead inexorably to the island’s “Africanization.” Nonetheless, the sugar 
barons prevailed.? 

The smuggling of both alcohol and illegal immigrants ultimately was 
driven by political and social circumstances within the United States as well 
as by the close ties that had developed between the Cuban and U.S. econo- 
mies. Conversely, drug trafficking in Cuba flourished not only because of 
these external factors but also because of conditions that were internal to the 
island, including Cuba's plunge into political anarchy, leading to a state of 
impunity that fostered a broad range of criminal conduct. 
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Drug Trafficking and Political 
Anarchy during the 1930s 


n 1933 and 1934, Cuba underwent revolutions, creating a climate of politi- 

cal anarchy. The situation, coupled with a legal system of dubious integ- 

rity, intensified the country's high level of illegal activity in general and 

its drug trafficking problem in particular. In opposing the government 

of President Gerardo Machado, the group known as ABC resorted to sabo- 
tage, terrorism, and political assassination.” Beginning in 1930, ABC and other 
groups opposed to Machado created an atmosphere of terror in Havana by 
exploding bombs and assassinating political enemies? According to Frank 
Argote-Freyre, “The secret societies initiated an extensive campaign of urban 
warfare and terror . . . to destabilize the government and to show the United 
States that the Machado Administration could no longer protect the exten- 
sive business holdings of us companies and individuals. It was the first time 
that urban warfare was unleashed on a large scale in Cuba. . .. Urban war- 
fare became a staple of Cuban politics.”* As the political crisis deepened, the 
price of sugar also fell steeply, causing a rapid decline of Cuba's agricultural 
sector. Conditions in the countryside deteriorated to such an extent that in 
September 1933, two hundred thousand agricultural workers took possession 
of nearly 120 sugar mills, retaining control for several weeks? 

The instability overtaking Cuba posed a problem for the United States. 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt responded to the challenge by naming Sum- 
ner Welles, then serving as an assistant secretary of state, as ambassador to 
Cuba. Roosevelt hoped that Welles, a veteran of diplomatic missions to Latin 
America, would mediate and defuse the conflict between Machado and his 
opponents. Events, however, outran the ambassador. A general strike called by 
disaffected elements ended with Machados resignation, and although Welles 
quickly gave his support to provisional president Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, 
civil and military factions opposed to Céspedes would not be placated. Their 


continued opposition led to Ramón Grau San Martín's ascendancy to power? 
The United States did not recognize the new Cuban government, nationalistic 
in tone and committed to a program of economic, social, and political reform; 
indeed, only a handful of countries were bold enough to establish diplomatic 
relations with the Grau administration." The U.S. president's representative in 
Havana, who found little to like in Grau's predecessor, was even more critical 
of Grau's government, characterizing it as "inefficient, inept, and unpopular 
with all the better classes in the country." 

Scholars have offered differing interpretations of the changes taking place 
in Cuba at this time. In Robert Whitney's eyes, the 1933 revolution resulted 
from the mobilization of the masses and “undermined the institutions and 
coercive structures” of the “oligarchic state.” In contrast, Louis A. Pérez Jr. be- 
lieves that the deliberate, calculated opposition of the U.S. government helped 
intensify the widening political anarchy: 


Unable to overthrow the government from without, [Welles] sought to 
undermine it from within. Nothing was as central to this policy as pro- 
moting the continuation of instability and disorder. . . . Nonrecognition 
[of Grau's government] also served to prolong political turmoil in Cuba. It 
was a deliberate effort to foster instability, designed to maintain pressure 
on both the government and the opposition. Nonrecognition obstructed 
government efforts at reconciliation with its opponents precisely because 
it offered the opposition incentive to resist the government. Those who 
otherwise might have supported the government demurred; those who op- 
posed the government were encouraged to conspire and resist." 


In the brief time before Grau's government fell, bombs exploded from one 
end of the island to the other. A bomb was lobbed through the window ofthe 
home of Colonel Carlos Mendieta, and the leader of the ABC group, Joaquín 
Martínez Sáenz, sought asylum in Miami after shots were fired at his auto- 
mobile.'* Officers of the armed forces barricaded themselves inside Havana's 
Hotel Nacional, from where they were brought out “by nothing less than can- 
non shot" by soldiers loyal to a group of noncommissioned officers headed by 
Sergeant Fulgencio Batista, according to the account given by his brother-in- 
law years later.” 

Lack of support from the armed forces, then under Batista's direction, 
complemented by pressure from the United States, forced Grau to resign the 
presidency on 15 January 1934. He was succeeded by his secretary of agricul- 
ture, Carlos Hevia, who stepped down in the face of opposition from different 
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groups. A few days later, Mendieta assumed the post of provisional president. 
The United States immediately recognized the Batista-backed Mendieta.”* 
Further diplomatic action soon followed, as on 29 May, Cuba and the United 
States signed a new treaty that not only abrogated the existing treaty between 
the two countries, which dated back to 22 May 1903, but also eliminated the 
Platt Amendment, which had been attached to the Cuban Constitution and 
had made Cuba a virtual protectorate of the United States.'* 

Although Grau’s resignation temporarily stabilized the political situation, 
the opposition continued to employ the tactic of terrorism. It became the 
modus operandi of Joven Cuba, a group created by Antonio Guiteras Holmes, 
who had served as secretary of the interior, war, and the navy under Grau. 
Guiteras was no stranger to the use of illegal force, having earlier organized 
an armed insurrection against Machado in Oriente province." In addition, 
the number of strikes afflicting the country continued to multiply, and the 
government reacted by forcefully suppressing them.'* 

Conditions continued to deteriorate, and the violence escalated. On 27 May 
1934, several shots were fired from an automobile at the Havana residence of 
the American ambassador. On 15 June, opponents used a bomb in an assas- 
sination attempt on President Mendieta during a luncheon in his honor. Two 
days later, shots again rang out, this time at a march by ABC activists along 
Havana's seafront. Fourteen people were killed and more than sixty others 
wounded." 

On the night of 5 July 1934, five bombs exploded in Havana, while three 
others were defused. British officials speculated that "student agitation may be 
partly responsible for the recrudescence” of violence in the capital? On the 
afternoon of 18 August, a pair of bombs exploded in El Encanto, one of Ha- 
vana's main department stores, while it was full of customers. Several people 
were killed, and many others were wounded.'” Three days later, the govern- 
ment frustrated an attempted military coup. According to official accounts, 
the leader of the conspiracy, an army colonel, was killed while resisting arrest. 
Two of his co-conspirators were placed under arrest and subjected to court- 
martial.”° 

The coup may have failed, but the restiveness and political violence per- 
sisted. On 31 August, two students captured in the act of placing a bomb were 
facing trial in a Havana courtroom when a group of men stormed into the 
chamber, guns blazing, and freed them. The police recaptured the students 
a short time later and apparently executed them in cold blood. Such events 
could only exacerbate tensions." Only a few days later, on 3 September, a group 
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of workers striking the Cuban Telephone Company exchanged shots with 
company employees who had not joined the walkout?? The same week, fifty 
bombs exploded in Havana; at the end of the month, authorities confiscated 
three tons of dynamite from a yacht anchored in the bay near Havana. Ru- 
mors circulated that even greater quantities of explosives had been smuggled 
into Cuba from Florida? The unrest spread beyond Havana, with outbreaks 
of violence reported in Camagüey, Santiago, and the port of Nuevitas.?* 

As the months wore on, the breakdown in civic order worsened. In No- 
vember 1934, the government was rattled by an armed rebellion. Camp Co- 
lumbia, Cuba's main military garrison, was the target of several bombs, one 
of which was flung against Batista s house.” On 17-18 December, a total of 
thirty-two bombs exploded in Havana. The following day, seventeen pack- 
ages containing bombs were discovered at Havana High School, adjacent to 
the University of Havana"? On 17 February 1935, during Havana's Carnival 
celebrations, edgy revelers panicked when firecrackers exploded; seven people 
suffered injuries in the ensuing stampede.” 

The agitation gradually spread. In the middle of February 1935, public 
school teachers, high school students, and students at the University of Ha- 
vana went on strike, hoping to topple the government. The strikers initially 
received support from teachers and students in other parts of Cuba, and over 
the next month a broad range of government employees joined. Workers and 
protesters in the country's interior took control of several sugar mills and 
industrial plants. With militancy on the rise, the army struck back on 6-7 
March, raiding the University of Havana and unearthing weapons and a large 
supply of munitions. With the support of Batista and the army, Mendieta's 
government survived ?? 

On 8 May 1935, the armed forced apprehended and killed Joven Cuba's Guit- 
eras during a confrontation at El Morrillo, located on the coast near Matanzas, 
as he and several companions were attempting to flee to Mexico on a yacht. A 
Cuba-based Honduran diplomat was subsequently arrested on the charge of 
collaborating with Guiteras and his group, while members of Joven Cuba later 
assassinated the naval official who had revealed Guiteras's location.” 

The British ambassador to Cuba reported on the anarchy that had taken 
hold in Havana and the transgressions that flowed from the chaos: 


What is so astonishing . . . is the facility with which anybody with a griev- 
ance can obtain a bomb and place it in the house of the enemy. . . . All idea 
of restraint and discipline is vanishing. The police are either indifferent or 
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helpless. . . . Acts of violence are carried out daily and no arrests are made. 
The police do not even investigate the crimes. . .. The judges are frightened 
to condemn [the terrorists], and so terrorism continues. .. . The present 
Government are so totally lacking in authority that even the simplest ad- 
ministrative acts cannot be carried out... . The weakness of the Adminis- 
tration has led to many abuses, and it is said on all sides that the corruption 
in the Government Departments is more flagrant than it has ever been 
before. The ministers seem to have no control over their Departments, and 
no knowledge of what their subordinates are doing. . . . I do not suppose 
that Cuba has ever had an honest government, but the corruption at present 
is regarded by tolerant Cubans as worse than usual.*° 


NOT SURPRISINGLY, in such a climate of political violence and instabil- 
ity, the problem of drugs persisted. In 1932, the Havana newspaper El Pais 
inveighed against “the authorized and enormously scandalous importation 
of narcotic products,” especially opium! The newspaper also reported that 
formulas for concocting mixtures of narcotics were freely passed around 
and that thirty-one offices of the public health service in interior provinces 
had “stopped remitting quarterly reports regarding the use of these kinds of 
products."?? Buttressing El País's claims, U.S. diplomats in Cuba reported that 
“narcotics are imported illegally into Cuba in great quantities, [according to] 
store owners who deal in those products legally.” Such drugs frequently were 
reexported to the United States.** 

U.S. diplomats reported to Washington that two ships belonging to the 
Compañía Transatlántica Española (the Marqués de Comillas and the Ha- 
bana) regularly transported narcotics.** The company, founded in 1881 and 
headquartered in Barcelona, had for years carried goods and Spanish immi- 
grants on its ships, calling at the Spanish ports of Bilbao, Santander, Gijón, 
La Corufia, Barcelona, Valencia, Málaga, and Cádiz before arriving in the 
New World.** Drugs were also being carried by sailors on vessels operated 
by a number of other shipping lines and companies, including an Italian 
firm, Navegazione Libera Tristina, whose ships called at Marseille, Havana, 
Veracruz, and Tampico on their way to New Orleans; the North German 
Lloyd company, whose vessels docked at Havana and at Mexican ports before 
reaching Texas; the Ward Line and the United Fruit Company, whose ships 
arrived in Cuba from Costa Rica; and German ships from which drugs were 
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off-loaded in Santiago de Cuba. The narcotics brought into Cuba came out 
of European laboratories," and the smuggling obeyed a larger, international 
dynamic. In these years, much of the drug traffic between Europe and the 
rest of the world was carried out by sailors who operated on their own, buy- 
ing small amounts of drugs in the bars of European port cities and selling 
the contraband when their ships reached ports in the United States or other 
countries.?? 

In 1937, Antonio Gil Carballo, a subinspector with Cuba's secret police and 
onetime chief of the organization's narcotics squadron, noted the tremendous 
difference that existed between the price of cocaine in Barcelona and in Cuba 
as well as the exceptionally high sums of money opium fetched in Cuba.” 
Moreover, when Cuban drug prices exceeded those in the United States, as 
happened on occasion, Cubans responded by importing narcotics from their 
neighbor to the north.*” Ships operating under the U.S. flag and crewed by 
Americans systematically smuggled illegal drugs as well as numerous other 
products into Cuba from the United States." 

Morphine, heroin, and cocaine were originally produced in legitimate, li- 
censed European laboratories, primarily in Germany, Great Britain, France, 
Switzerland, and the Netherlands. The drugs then entered a pipeline that 
led to illegal markets. In 1931, the League of Nations attempted to curb this 
practice by placing stricter controls on production in the laboratories and on 
companies' subsequent efforts at marketing and sales. Controls imposed in 
Europe were of limited value, however, as drug traffickers simply set up ille- 
gal laboratories in other parts of the world.“ One of the prime new locations 
was Turkey, where poppies that had traditionally been supplied to European 
laboratories were grown and where European and Japanese interests had es- 
tablished laboratories to do the front-end work of producing narcotics.*? 

In a lengthy 1943 report on the illegal drug situation in Cuba, Claude 
Follmer, an agent of the U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), observed, 


The narcotic traffic in Cuba, and the activities of Cuban narcotic smug- 
glers supplying illicit drug traffickers in the United States, reached a peak 
during the period between the repeal of the National Prohibition Act on 
December 5, 1933, and the date of Italy's entrance into the present war as an 
Axis Power on June 10, 1940. During this period, steamships ofthe Italian 
and German lines brought large quantities of illicit narcotics into Cuba 
for local consumption and foreign distribution. Individuals, who had long 
been classified as major violators ofthe Narcotics Laws in the United States 


36 :: Drug Trafficking and Anarchy 


by the U.S. Bureau of Narcotics, including such notorious persons as Sal- 
vatore Zappoli and Larry Gordon, made business trips to Cuba ostensively 
[sic] for the purchase of illicit narcotic drugs. Cuban liquor smugglers, who 
had previously enjoyed an extremely lucrative liquor trade and with whom 
the smuggling of narcotic drugs had formerly been only a side line, now 
concentrated their efforts on illicit narcotic smuggling and established new 
contacts for their contraband in the coastal cities of the Southeastern sec- 
tion of the United States.** 


Although Cuba’s delegate to the League of Nations had admitted as early as 
1928 that “the issue of limiting the production of narcotic drugs is of such 
magnitude that no government devoted to the health of its people can ignore 
it,’*° Cuban officials generally downplayed drug trafficking and even argued 
that it was diminishing.‘ In 1935, A. Cañas Perdomo, director of public health 
on the island, reported, "illicit trafficking continues to shrink considerably.”*” 
Cañas's successor drew the same conclusion, stating that in 1936 and 1937, drug 
trafficking in Cuba “was clearly in the process of decline.”** Another public 
health official, Dr. Domingo F. Ramos, blithely declared on 20 April 1937, "In 
our Republic, all activity associated with the importation, distribution, traf- 
ficking, and use of narcotic products, as well as their confiscation, is under 
seamless control — impeded, or regulated, or subject to punishment — such 
that no further measures need be taken.” According to a British diplomatic 
report, Ramos, a successful physician educated in Paris and Havana and at 
Cornell University, was "completely subservient to Colonel Batista, to whom 
he owes his post.”*° 

Cuba incurred new international obligations when its delegate ratified a 
League of Nations convention on narcotics that resulted from a conference 
in Geneva in June 1936. Each signatory to the convention agreed to estab- 
lish a specialized police force dedicated to suppressing drug trafficking and 
consumption, though Cuban officials took the position that they already had 
such a force.” Ratifying the convention in Geneva was one thing, but win- 
ning support for it in Cuba was another. Although the country's secretary 
of health and welfare backed the convention and the president introduced it 
to the Senate for consideration and approval, ratification stalled.” The con- 
vention encountered more success elsewhere: between 1936 and 1938, a great 
many countries, including Brazil, Colombia, and Guatemala, ratified it* In 
August 1947, a high Cuban government official wrote that the convention had 
been sent to the Senate ten years earlier, “and the Senate has yet to move 
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ahead and consider it, nor has the Executive branch pushed it to do so. It 
would be very good if the Ministry of Public Health used its influence in the 
Senate to help get the convention approved.”** At around the same time, the 
secretary-general of the United Nations urged Cuba and other countries that 
had failed to ratify the convention to take action ^with a view toward assuring 
the speedy ratification."^? 

Although the convention languished in the Cuban Senate, Cuba's penal 
code still mandated that any pharmacist convicted of violating the law regard- 
ing controlled substances pay a fine and serve between one and six months 
in jail. If the violation resulted in a death, the amount of the fine increased 
substantially and the violator’s jail term was extended to between twenty- 
eight and seventy-two months. The code of social protection instituted at the 
beginning of October 1938 not only strengthened the penalties for drug traf- 
ficking but criminalized possession of drugs by anyone who was not found 
to be a “habitual drug addict." A local commission thus concluded categori- 
cally that “Cuban legislation prevents and punishes all activity related to the 
importation, distribution, and use of narcotics.”** 

A wide gap existed between such high-flown legal rhetoric and the reality 
of day-to-day life. Reports published in the journal of Cuba's secret police 
confirmed the widespread use of opium on the island among those of Chi- 
nese origin and noted that cocaine was a favorite accompaniment to parties 
attended by the country's wealthier set and that the use of marijuana, though 
only “newly popular" in Cuba, had already spread across the entire country.” 
José Sobrado López, chief of the secret police's drug bureau, warned that co- 
caine "was a privilege reserved for people of wealth, because of its extremely 
high cost.”** 

In contrast, marijuana was believed to be popular among “thugs and ruf- 
fians of color" — that is, blacks and mestizos — "coming out of the lower ele- 
ments of society"? However, statistics collected by Sobrado López showed 
that of 867 persons convicted of selling marijuana between 1935 and 1940, 
469 (54 percent) were classified as white. Almost 95 percent of those guilty of 
selling marijuana were male, although use of the drug was common among 
prostitutes, and chulos (pimps) smoked as well as sold it^? The “harmful herb" 
came to Cuba "from Mexico [and was] smuggled onto [Cuba's] coasts in con- 
siderable quantity."?' Eventually, however, Cuba began to produce marijuana 
for local consumption.” 

In the mid-1930s, President Carlos Mendieta had asked the Foreign Policy 
Association, an organization located in New York, to analyze social and eco- 
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nomic conditions on the island. In response, the association set up a special 
study group, the Commission on Cuban Affairs, which issued its report in 
1935. The commission found that Cuban crime in general had racial and so- 
cioeconomic dimensions: "Occupying the bottom of the social scale, and with 
little opportunity for social and economic advancement, the Negroes provide 
numerous recruits for the Cuban under-world. According to the 1932 statis- 
tics, a racial group containing 27 per cent of the population was responsible 
for about 50 per cent of the serious crime. . . . In this year 7,655 whites com- 
mitted offenses in comparison with 4,284 Negros and 2,867 mulattoes.”* 

In other Latin American countries, marijuana was typically used by under- 
world types— that is, prostitutes and sailors in port cities and persons in- 
carcerated in jails and prisons.** In the United States, conversely, marijuana 
use was not considered a public health problem until the 1930s. Policymakers 
previously saw pot smoking as merely a vice in which only ethnic minorities, 
bohemians, jazz musicians, sailors, and others who lived on the margins of 
society indulged. A 1929 FBN report pointedly stated that marijuana use in the 
United States “is noted particularly among the Latin Americans or Spanish- 
speaking population. The sale of cannabis cigarettes occurs to a considerable 
degree in states along the Mexican border and in cities of the southwest and 
west, as well as in New York City and in fact wherever there are settlements of 
Latin Americans.” When studies began to discover that Anglo youth were 
using marijuana, church and educational groups began to exert pressure to 
have the substance declared illegal. The FBN supported such efforts, stigmatiz- 
ing marijuana as a drug that induced violent behavior by its users. The U.S. 
Congress responded to the mounting pressure by passing the Marijuana Tax 
Act, and President Franklin D. Roosevelt affixed his signature to the legisla- 
tion in August 1937, thereby making the sale of marijuana a federal crime.** 

Perhaps reflecting the strength ofthe U.S. campaigns against marijuana, its 
effects were represented as being more harmful that those of more powerful 
drugs.” According to FBN director Harry J. Anslinger, “The prolonged use of 
marijuana . . . usually leads to insanity, as well as to crime.”** One Cuban au- 
thor dubbed the drug "the most evil of vices," claiming that marijuana users 
"suffer violent delusions [and commit] not only a great number of the most 
atrocious sexual offenses, but also crimes of remarkable violence and feroc- 
ity"? Sobrado López equally melodramatically proclaimed that marijuana 
produced an “unbridled eroticism” and turned those who smoked it “into 
dangerous criminals . . . aggressive and violent Marijuana, he concluded, 
was "the drug that has victimized Cuban society, provoking a huge number of 
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crimes and tragedies.””” The notion that persons under its influence became 
completely irrational was reflected in a trial involving two Cuban soldiers 
who attacked and killed a Spanish businessman. The military tribunal hear- 
ing the case accepted the reasoning offered by the lawyer for the soldiers that 
since his clients had been acting under the effects of marijuana, they could be 
tried only for voluntary manslaughter, not for first-degree murder" Another 
writer echoed the idea that marijuana use bore the blame for numerous ills in 
Cuban society, inveighing against the “cursed herb” that “above all works its 
intoxicating effect on youth” and constituted “a misfortune for our country.” 
He saw marijuana as one of the country’s chief vices, in company with alco- 
hol, homosexuality, and “pleasuring oneself"? 


GIVEN CUBA'S cosmopolitanism, it is not surprising that a large number of 
the island’s drug traffickers were foreigners, many of them long established 
in Cuba. One typical example was César Hernandez Marquez, a thirty-eight- 
year-old Palestinian who adopted a Spanish name and pursued a life of crime, 
trafficking in drugs, liquor, and illegal immigrants." His business took him 
between Cuba and the United States, and he was captured in Miami in Feb- 
ruary 1933 and deported back to Cuba the following May. In December 1933, 
Hernández Márquez took two bullets from an assassin's gun. According to 
his brother and another witness, the alleged killer, a Spaniard, Alvaro García 
y García, had targeted Hernández because the two men had argued about a 
shipment of sixty pounds of drugs worth twenty-two thousand dollars. In the 
opinion of U.S. authorities, “The death of César Hernández Márquez elimi- 
nates one of the leading smugglers in Cuba.””* Another case involved two 
Egyptians, José Louza and Ismail Towfie Ibrahim, whom the secret police 
arrested along with a Cuban companion, Epifanio Álvarez, in May 1938. The 
three were in possession of four hundred pounds of unprocessed opium that 
had been stored in Álvarez's house in Güines, in the province of Havana. Al- 
though the three traffickers had been caught red-handed, the ensuing inves- 
tigation stalled when they bribed high-level agents and officials in the secret 
police as well as the judge assigned the case.”? 

Undercover work was an effective way of gathering intelligence about drug 
trafficking activity. For example, two FBN agents, Sarro Vaccaro and Samuel 
L. Rakusin, infiltrated a gang headed by Dave Simpson (a.k.a. David Myers) 
of Chester, Pennsylvania. Pretending to be traffickers, Vaccaro and Rakusin 
made their way to Havana, where they met with a known U.S. drug trafficker, 
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Frank Johnson. Johnson referred them to a forty-two-year-old bar owner and 
Spanish immigrant, Manuel Lozada y González, who in turn confided that 
he received drugs from South America and Europe primarily through two 
individuals, the first officer and the physician on the Spanish steamer Alfonso 
XIII. Vaccaro and Rakusin learned that the drugs were off-loaded in Havana 
by Rafael Esmori y Rodríguez, a sergeant in the White Fleet Police Guard and 
a friend of Lozada, and by José Francisco (Tomas) de la Pefia y Rodríguez, 
an employee of the Port of Havana Docks steamship company. Following 
instructions from Lozada, the two FBN agents headed to a boat owned by José 
Quiñones Campos, with whom they negotiated the purchase of drugs held 
on Quifiones’s vessel. The drugs in question — thirteen pounds of opium suit- 
able for smoking and thirty-one tubes, each containing between twenty-five 
and fifty grams of cocaine — had a value of fifteen thousand dollars and were 
packed in a tin can, which was soldered shut and taken to the Carmina, a 
schooner owned by Victoriano Bengochea and Manuel Fernández, who had 
outfitted their boats to carry not only drugs and liquor but also fugitives from 
justice. The Carmina was supposedly headed toward the Yucatán on a fishing 
expedition but actually set course, with its load of contraband, for the United 
States. At Boca Grande, near Tampa, the U.S. Coast Guard, alerted by Vac- 
caro and Rakusin, stopped the boat. Skipper Miguel Estévez Infante and a 
deckhand, Benedicto Mauriz, each received prison sentences of five years. In 
Cuba, a total of nineteen members of the gang, most of them Spanish but also 
including some Americans and Cubans, were rounded up and put on trial." 

One Spanish immigrant who prospered via drug trafficking was José An- 
tonio Fernández y Fernández." Fernández arrived in Cuba in 1920, at around 
the age of twenty. Despite being from the Spanish region of Asturias, Fernán- 
dez was known as El Gallego, a designation bestowed generically on all Span- 
ish immigrants in Cuba regardless of their regional origins. After reaching 
Cuba, Fernández spent two years working as a bartender before he and an 
associate purchased a restaurant near the Havana docks. Through the restau- 
rant, Fernández became friends with Spanish sailors who worked on the ships 
that brought drugs from Barcelona, and he eventually became a distributor for 
the drugs that his countrymen were smuggling into Cuba. In 1927, Fernández 
sold his business and traveled to the United States and to several Latin Ameri- 
can countries, where he established contacts with members of the criminal 
underworld. He returned to Cuba at the end of 1927 and was arrested when 
customs agents found several vials of cocaine concealed in his clothes. He was 
subsequently freed on bail. The advent of the Spanish Civil War interrupted 
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Spain's maritime traffic, so Fernández developed connections with sailors on 
two Italian ships, the Istria and Aras, both of which belonged to the Com- 
pagnia Italiana di Navigazione. The vessels called at the Francoist-controlled 
ports of Vigo and Cádiz, where they took on shipments of drugs. 

In October 1936, a Havana pharmacist, Ernesto Álvarez Digat, agreed to 
process opium paste provided by Fernández. Álvarez Digat refined part of the 
opium into five kilos of heroin before being arrested; in 1938, he was sentenced 
to one year in prison. Although Fernández was also arrested, he again eluded 
justice, this time as a consequence of lack of evidence. 

Fernández again attracted police attention, and in April 1940 police detec- 
tives obtained a warrant and raided his house, where they found seven pounds 
of cocaine and eight pounds of morphine. Fernández's status as a major figure 
in the distribution of illegal drugs in Havana was demonstrated by the imme- 
diate and severe reduction in the availability of such drugs in Havana and the 
corresponding increase in the number of addicts who asked to be admitted to 
the Lazareto del Mariel clinic because they could no longer obtain drugs on 
the street. 

Fernández was arrested after the raid, but his lawyer got the case postponed, 
keeping Fernández outside the clutches of the law. In 1943, after at least a dozen 
additional postponements, and because of pressure exerted on witnesses to 
testify against him, Fernandez was finally sentenced to a year in prison. He 
appealed the verdict, however, and remained free after posting five thousand 
dollars in bail money. Facing the prospect of deportation, Fernandez used his 
lawyer’s family connections to clear bureaucratic obstacles and obtain Cuban 
citizenship despite the looming prison sentence. By 1945, however, Fernandez’s 
rope had temporarily played out as the Supreme Court rejected his appeal and 
confirmed his one-year prison sentence. Pleading ill health, however, the wily 
Fernandez served his time in the Quinta Covadonga, a combination hospital 
and vacation retreat frequented by immigrants from the Asturias region of 
Spain. 

Moreover, Fernandez was not about to be rehabilitated. Five years later, in 
1950, El Gallego was importing morphine from Spain and maintaining con- 
nections with other key Cuban drug figures, including Abelardo Martinez 
del Rey, known as El Teniente, and Octavio Jordan Pereira, alias El Cubano 
Loco, both of whom trafficked in drugs from Peru and Spain to supply the 
Cuban and U.S. markets. By this time, Fernandez had amassed a consider- 
able fortune. He owned a store that specialized in glassware and pottery and 
another that sold furniture, was a partner in a factory that manufactured 
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dominoes, and possessed abundant real estate — an apartment building, four 
houses in Havana, and a getaway home at the beach. Fernández exemplified 
the hardworking and successful Spanish merchant common in Cuban busi- 
ness circles, except that his line of work was illegal 

Fernández and other Spanish immigrants to Cuba generally were rapidly 
absorbed into the island's mainstream. The Chinese, who constituted Cuba's 
second-largest overseas immigrant community, did not receive the same re- 
ception or enjoy the same treatment as immigrants of European origin. Fur- 
thermore, the fact that a significant number of them used opium made the 
Chinese a much easier target for rejection. 
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The Chinese and Opium 
Consumption in Cuba 


pium had been used in China as a medicinal drug since the ninth cen- 

tury, hundreds of years before the European empires established colo- 

nial beachheads there. In the sixteenth century, the Portuguese began 

to use opium as well as precious metals, tobacco, and spirits such as 

brandy to obtain Chinese silk, tea, and spices. By the advent ofthe nine- 
teenth century, opium use had become very common in China as a conse- 
quence of the deliberate dissemination of the drug by both Western interlop- 
ers and the Chinese themselves. The former included the British East India 
Company as well as French, Dutch, and American business agents. When the 
Chinese government later sought to stop the opium traffic, the British kept it 
going by instigating what became known in the West as the Opium Wars of 
1839-42 and 1856-58. The continued trade in opium, forced on China by the 
victorious Western powers, yielded enormous profits for the British Crown 
and for U.S. and British business interests. The British used some of the prof- 
its to help finance the export of Chinese tea to Great Britain. The merchants 
who cultivated poppies in India also reaped great profits. Chinese opium use 
steadily expanded, and in the middle ofthe nineteenth century, when massive 
numbers of Chinese began to migrate to other parts of the world, including 
Cuba, they took the habit of smoking opium with them.' 

While the number of Chinese who used opium may have grown ever higher 
during the nineteenth century, most users apparently did so in moderation, 
often for social reasons, without becoming addicted or harming their health. 
Those who smoked the drug in China did not sit slumped in seedy opium 
dens, with eyes glazed over, as popularly depicted in the Western press. On 
the contrary, users came together in social and fraternal halls that scarcely 
differed in any way from other well-ordered and respectable venues of leisure 
activity and social intermingling.* The Chinese living in London at the end of 


the nineteenth century gathered in similar establishments to smoke opium * 
Moreover, an 1895 British royal commission charged with studying the use of 
opium in India also concluded that the practice was quite common but caused 
little harm? In the United States, too, opium was used in moderate amounts 
to treat a variety of medical conditions without creating patterns of addiction? 
Nevertheless, the fact that a considerable number of Chinese immigrants in 
Cuba used opium heightened xenophobia and contributed to their adverse 
treatment, such as frequent arrests and other run-ins with the law. Also con- 
tributing to the negative sentiment was the fact that Cuba received the highest 
number of Chinese immigrants of any Latin American country — according 
to one study, published immigration data show that 114,232 Chinese entered 
the island between 1847 and 1874.’ According to Manuel Moreno Fraginals, 
approximately 160,000 Chinese migrated to Cuba between the beginning of 
the nineteenth century and the first decades of the twentieth century? Many 
Chinese workers, known as coolies, were brought in to help fill the demand 
for manual labor on the island's sugar plantations? A substantial number 
of others were imported to help lay track for Cuba's rapidly expanding rail- 
way network.'” Chinese traffickers in human labor all but kidnapped their 
countrymen or enticed them to leave China with false or deceptive informa- 
tion. Such coercive practices had few differences from the African slave trade. 
Indeed, the coolies embarked at the Portuguese colony of Macao and were 
transported by companies with firsthand experience in the black slave trade. 
As with the Middle Passage, coolies endured subhuman conditions onboard 
ship, and many died at sea; others used opium to help them survive the long 
crossing." Furthermore, after arriving in Cuba, the Chinese discovered that 
they were obligated to work for eight years to compensate the traffickers for 
the supposed costs of the voyage. In practice, these coolie laborers were sold 
into service as if they were slaves." 

Many ofthe migrants fared scarcely better on land than they had at sea. As 
a rule, living conditions on Cuban haciendas were horrific during the nine- 
teenth century. Although the Chinese looked down on black slaves, the two 
groups lived in roughly the same conditions and in close proximity to each 
other. The punishments meted out to slaves and coolies also differed little. 
Slaves who refused to work received twenty-five lashes of the whip; under 
the same circumstances, coolies received twelve. Such treatment not only 
was cruel but also was a direct violation of Cuban law, which had expressly 
prohibited such punishments since 1854.? Medical care was all but nonexis- 
tent, and the mortality rate was extremely high. The coolies were plagued by 


46 :: Opium Consumption 


chronic illness and physical abuse, and they committed suicide in large num- 
bers. As many as one-third of all Chinese workers on Cuban haciendas died 
by taking their own lives, either individually or as part ofa collective pact." 

In 1887, just one year after the emancipation of the slaves in Cuba, blacks 
and mulattos on the island founded the Directorio Central de las Sociedades 
de la Raza de Color (Central Board of Associations of Colored People), which 
sought to achieve equality among all Cubans both on the basis of race and 
before the law. To further these objectives, the group sued not only whites but 
also Chinese on the grounds of discrimination.'* The owners of estates and 
plantations in Cuba were accustomed to treating their laborers, even natives 
of Spain, as if they were slaves. As a result, in the words of one nineteenth- 
century immigrant from the Canary Islands, on Cuban sugar plantations, 
"Canary Islanders were treated like Africans, and not like Spaniards; they 
were treated like serfs, like outcasts; exploited miserably, subjected to abuse 
and punishment; robbed of what little they made from their backbreaking 
work in the sugar mills; even the honor of their women and daughters was 
violated.”** 

The first Chinese diplomatic mission visited Cuba in 1874. Its members 
planned to travel the length of the island to investigate and document mis- 
treatment of their countrymen. After returning to China, the members of the 
mission issued a reportin which they indicted Cuban landowners for system- 
atically mistreating coolie workers." The landowners apparently condoned 
Chinese laborers' use of opium because it helped to ensure social control by 
making the Chinese more amenable to accepting the work demands imposed 
on them.'* 

Despite concerted opposition from Cuban hacendados, the Chinese and 
Spanish governments signed a treaty to end the traffic in coolie labor. The fact 
that many coolies had joined the rebel forces during Cuba’s 1868-78 Ten Years’ 
War (Guerra de los Diez Afios) contributed to the sense of unease felt by the 
Spanish Crown." Chinese persons who had come to Cuba of their own voli- 
tion or who had fulfilled the eight-year service obligation took up all types of 
occupations, working as artisans, storekeepers, and cooks in towns and cities 
across the island. By 1858, they formed a large enough community in Havana 
that the center of the city began to see the development of a distinct Chinese 
quarter.” During the nineteenth century, “all ofthe highly mechanized sugar 
mills were replete with Chinese" workers, and some Chinese even became 
sugar mill owners.” Another element in the mix was “a not inconsiderable 
stream of Chinese who arrived via the United States with a small amount 
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of capital and a keen entrepreneurial spirit.”?” These immigrants established 
themselves in the cities, including Havana, and gave rise to subsequent groups 
of Chinese businessmen.? The Chinese also worked in a wide variety of urban 
trades — as craftsmen, day laborers, longshoremen, and workers in cigarette 
and cigar manufacturing plants.^* 

A number of similarities existed in the patterns of nineteenth-century Chi- 
nese migration to the United States and to Cuba. Most Chinese who settled in 
the United States came from the Canton region, which for decades had been 
associated with the opium trade. Furthermore, almost all of the migrants 
were male, and while the majority were married, they undertook the voyage 
by themselves, motivated by the idea of accumulating savings and returning 
to China. To finance both their trip and the initial costs of settling down in 
a foreign country, the migrants indebted themselves to Chinese merchants, 
who in turn took steps to block the men's return to China until all debts 
had been liquidated. As in Cuba, Chinese immigrants to the United States 
experienced stinging racial discrimination, including periodic instances of 
mob violence and bloody demonstrations involving mutilation and decapita- 
tion as well as murders and lynchings in Los Angeles; San Francisco; Denver; 
Seattle; Tacoma, Washington; and Rock Springs, Wyoming. Moreover, these 
men were prevented from bringing their spouses to the United States, a sys- 
tematic denial that constituted the first case in which an entire ethnic group 
was refused the right of immigration into the country. Unlike in Cuba, where 
the Chinese could and did marry black and mulatto women, U.S. laws against 
race mixture as well as the day-to-day realities of racial discrimination pre- 
vented Chinese immigrant men from establishing any kind of enduring rela- 
tionships with women. Only the massive migration of Chinese women after 
the Second World War equalized the number of Chinese men and women 
living in communities in the United States. 

Estimates show that one-quarter of Chinese immigrant workers in the 
United States smoked opium during the nineteenth century. The sale of opium 
was a lucrative business, and the struggle to control the trade resulted in vio- 
lence between groups organized into secret societies. Between 1850 and 1870, 
those who smoked opium in the United States were exclusively Chinese; subse- 
quently, however, whites — generally persons who lived on the fringes of society 
— began to use the drug. Its use was also a byproduct of war, as many soldiers 
who had been wounded during the U.S. Civil War became drug addicts and 
began to frequent opium dens in the Chinese districts of San Francisco and 
New York. As these opium dens gained popularity and as the habit of using 
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opium spread among white men and women, countermeasures were not long 
in coming.” 

A 1902 publication coauthored by Samuel Gompers, the founder and presi- 
dent of the American Federation of Labor, reflects the virulent U.S. racism 
against Chinese immigrants: 


The racial differences between American whites and Asiatics would never 
be overcome. The superior whites had to exclude the inferior Asiatics by 
law, or if necessary, by force of arms. ... The Yellow Man found it natural 
to lie, cheat, and murder, and 99 out of every 100 Chinese are gamblers. 


The Chinese entice children to become opium fiends. What other crimes 
were committed in those dark fetid places when these little innocent vic- 
tims of the Chinamen's wiles were under the influence of the drug, are 
almost too horrible to imagine. . . . There are hundreds, aye, thousands of 
our American girls and boys who have acquired this deathly habit.^? 


Numerically, the Chinese migration to Great Britain was less important than 
its counterpart in the United States. In 1911, for example, only 1,319 people 
of Chinese origin (90 percent of them male) arrived in Great Britain. For 
the British, the Chinese predilection for setting up opium dens and engag- 
ing in gambling was not a source of concern, at least not immediately. In 
fact, during the last decades of the nineteenth century, many Britons visited 
these establishments, eager to drink in their supposedly exotic atmosphere. 
The British had actively promoted the opium trade and had greatly enriched 
themselves in the process, thereby developing what may have been a more 
sophisticated — or cynical— outlook. Their attitude was also softened by 
the Royal Commission's study, which found that opium taken in moderate 
amounts was medically beneficial. Yet even British tolerance had its limits. 
After 1914, British women, freed from the Victorian ethos, began to rub shoul- 
ders with the Chinese immigrants, creating fears of a “yellow threat" stem- 
ming from opium use and racial intermingling. British society also began 
to see the games of chance favored by the Chinese not as pleasant diversions 
but as evil habits capable of corrupting both women and children. Reflecting 
the rising sense of alarm, one religious figure warned of the alleged risks that 
women “would become infatuated with colored men. . . a danger in regard to 
which girls should be warned." He concluded, "the morals and civilization of 
the Yellow man and the European are fundamentally different?” 

Between 1903 and 1929, Cuba experienced a second wave of Chinese im- 
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migration that included twenty thousand people? Although the new immi- 
grants differed from their predecessors in that they were free of any service ob- 
ligations, almost all were male: in 1931, barely 1 percent of Cuba's total Chinese 
population was female.”” While Chinese immigrants were found throughout 
Cuba, they gravitated in large numbers to Havana, which eventually became 
home to the third-largest concentration of Chinese in the Americas behind 
San Francisco and New York?? Moreover, although the Chinese lived and 
operated businesses in different sections of Havana, they concentrated in the 
city's growing Chinatown.” Like other immigrant groups, the Chinese drew 
strength from clustering together, but they also acknowledged and assimilated 
certain local customs and traditions — for example, the Chinese contributed 
to Havana's Carnival celebrations with an impressive float that sported paper 
dragons and other ethnic ornamentation.?? A 1932 travel bulletin estimated 
the population of Havana's Chinatown at thirty-five thousand and noted that 
the Chinese controlled the city's fruit and vegetable distribution business.* 
The Chinese also opened laundries and sold low-priced meals, establishing 
inexpensive restaurants and fried-food stands.** According to Moreno Fragi- 
nals, “The records for commercial permits granted by the Havana city council 
for the years 1880-1895 . . . indicate that for new laundries, the Chinese share 
came to 83 out of 100; for fruit and vegetable businesses, 77 out of 100; for 
low-cost restaurants, 14 out of 100; and for retail nurseries, 9 out of 100.7? The 
Cuban census of 1907 reveals that many Chinese immigrants had ceased to 
be salaried employees and had become business owners in their own right.** 
As late as 1958, nearly half of the small-business owners who appeared in the 
yellow pages of the Havana telephone directory under the “fruits, foodstuffs, 
and vegetables" heading were of Chinese origin?" Havana supported three 
Chinese newspapers, while another Chinese newspaper of leftist orientation 
was published in Santiago until Batista shut down its operations during his 
second administration ?* 

Unlike the trafficking in other drugs, for which Cuba served as a pipeline 
into the U.S. market, opium was by and large introduced for local consump- 
tion by the Chinese and thus remained on the island.?? Government statistics 
for the twentieth century indicate that a large number of the arrests made in 
Cuba for drug use involved people of Chinese origin.*® Antonio Gil Carballo 
noted that of the 2,255 drug addicts admitted to the Lazareto del Mariel facil- 
ity prior to 1936, half were Chinese, a statistic that supported his assertion 
that “those smoking and hooked on opium are almost all Chinese." Nev- 
ertheless, opium use was not the exclusive preserve of the Chinese. Between 
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1910 and 1920, young adults from well-off white families gathered to smoke 
opium in one of the social clubs located on one of Havana's most exclusive 
boulevards, the Paseo del Prado? The heavy concentration of opium use 
within the Chinese community, however, drew unwelcome attention. In 1931, 
Havana's newspapers ran articles denouncing a drug trafficking gang that 
operated openly along Dragones, a street in the heart of Chinatown.? In 1934, 
several Chinese immigrants in Camagüey were convicted of maintaining an 
opium den in a private residence.** In 1936-37, a series of "intensive raids" 
were carried out against opium dens throughout the island.*? 

For several decades, Cuban officials used El Lazareto del Mariel, a seaside 
hospital about fifty kilometers west of Havana, as a facility for quarantining 
and treating drug addicts.** In 1927, the secretary of public health had ordered 
the addicts then housed in one of the wings of Havana's Calixto García Hos- 
pital moved “provisionally” to the Mariel hospital. The move proved long- 
lasting, however, and drug addicts were still housed there during the 1950s. 
Moreover, the Lazareto also served as a detention center, and some of the 
inmates escaped at the slightest opportunity.** 

A number of individuals, all of Asian background, peddled drugs in Ha- 
vana's Chinese district.*” According to Gil Carballo, one of them, known as 
El Chinito Lima, enjoyed "some of the most influential contacts in Cuba, 
enabling him to get around the authorities.” The district retained its no- 
toriety into the 1950s: wrote one foreign journalist, “Like most New World 
Chinatowns, the one in Havana has its morbidly secretive side, its dens where 
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opium is smoked and other vices practiced." Overall, however, the Chinese 


distinguished themselves as a law-abiding group, posting "the lowest crime 
rate of any population group in Cuba"? 

Several bloody incidents took place within Havana's Chinese community 
in 1926, however. The violence stemmed largely from political feuding be- 
tween local Chinese associations, feuding that mirrored political loyalties and 
vendettas imported from China. Members of the rival associations accused 
each other of trafficking in opium, and the seriousness of the confrontations 
spurred the local press to suggest that the Chinese district be broken up "for 
reasons of public hygiene and safety.” At the beginning of September 1926, 
concerns regarding the situation spread to the national level when Cuba's 
secretary of the interior requested that authorities in each of the country's 
provinces prepare a report on local Chinese associations, paying particular 
attention to their political and criminal activities?^ The reports indicated that 
while some of the associations devoted themselves to gambling and opium 
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consumption, the majority were bona fide community organizations whose 
members were industrious and respectful of the law." Two reports from the 
city of Cárdenas illustrated the larger dynamic. The first document noted 
that Cárdenas had two Chinese associations, both of them entirely legitimate 
and aboveboard. The second report, however, alerted the interior department 
that an opium den had been discovered in the city, resulting in the detention 
of a dozen Chinese men. The writer concluded that “with regard to illegal 
gambling . .. I can provide assurance that the majority of houses designated 
as gambling dens belong to Asians, these people are given to promoting and 
indulging in the vice wherever they turn up.”** Authorities also investigated 
particular individuals considered dangerous and, reflecting the wider climate 
of prejudice and suspicion, were only too willing to listen to accusations of 
wrongdoing brought, fairly or not, against Chinese immigrants.” 

The president of Havana's Chinese Community Association launched a 
two-pronged defense of his groups members: on the one hand, he stressed 
that they were upright and patriotic; on the other hand, he protested the 
reports printed in the city's newspapers that the government of Gerardo 
Machado "intends to undertake an intensive campaign against Chinese citi- 
zens living in this country." His concerns regarding witch hunts were not 
unfounded. Machado's ten-point platform for the 1925 presidential election 
included the promotion of “good immigration.”*’ Responding to the associa- 
tion's complaint, the secretary of the interior wrote that although the group 
itself was well regarded by the public, the government needed to take ac- 
tion “against those way ward elements, dangerous and disruptive, that unfor- 
tunately abound within the capital’s Chinese community" ^? Although the 
government may have intended to confine its police actions to documented 
lawbreakers, the campaign entailed so many abuses that the Chinese gov- 
ernment's diplomatic representative in Havana protested "the manner under 
which, in practice," Chinese accused of opium smuggling were being de- 
ported.” The representative's objections, however, carried little or no weight: 
just a few days later, the Cuban government deported to Hong Kong a group 
of Chinese immigrants considered “undesirable aliens.” ® 

Cuba also had specifically prohibited Chinese immigration since the early 
1900s. In 1902, just prior to official U.S. recognition of Cuban sovereignty, the 
U.S. military governor on the island severely restricted Chinese entry into 
Cuba, and this resolution remained in effect until 1919. In 1904, Tomas Es- 
trada Palma, Cuba’s first president, issued a decree requiring that all Chinese 
traveling through Cuba deposit large sums of money with the government. 
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The threat of forfeiture, officials reasoned, would discourage these travelers 
from remaining in the country? In 1926, the Cuban government limited 
Chinese entry to diplomatic representatives and individuals who fell within 
highly restricted categories.“ 

The complaints heard in Cuba about immigration in general and about 
Chinese immigrants in particular were common in societies experiencing 
varied and large-scale waves of migration. Manuel Barroso, a physician and 
adviser to the homicide bureau of Cuba’s secret police, wrote in that organi- 
zation’s magazine, "Despite existing laws and in defiance of those laws, our 
country is the recipient of undesirable immigration. Such immigration serves 
the special interests of gangs that, from their niche in foreign ports, disperse 
corruption and death to the far corners of the earth. . . . Our law must be 
reformed so that penalties are made more severe and foreign riff-raff and 
traffickers are expelled without any hesitation whatsoever.”*” Following this 
same anti-immigrant line, a newspaper published in Sancti Spiritus, a town 
in central Cuba, asserted in a 1917 editorial, 


The most distinguished of our scientific bodies, the Havana Academy of 
Sciences, has now joined the protest, voiced by so many for so long, against 
immigration by certain elements that exacts such a heavy price on the so- 
cial and political development of the Cuban nation. Adding the Academy 
of Sciences to this collective voice removes any doubt that people of certain 
races, above all Chinese, Jamaicans, and Haitians, represent a clear danger 
to the health and well-being of Cuba’s citizens; they carry the germs of dis- 
eases and parasitical infections as yet unknown to this country, raising the 
prospect of planting and spreading them among our countrymen ^? 


Such fears and prejudices made their way even into scholarly circles. For ex- 
ample, on the occasion of his induction into the Cuban Academy of History, 
Colonel Francisco López Leiva wrote that Cuba was the victim of an “invasion 
of foreign criminals": "This criminal rabble, this anonymous mass of drug 
addicts, thugs, thieves and murderers, these dregs of other societies, make 
their way here, to Cuba, to try their luck." He suggested that "this burdensome 
filth that is infesting new generations of Cubans with its vices and impurities" 
be expelled wholesale from the country and emphasized that it was “neces- 
sary ... to attract by all possible means desirable immigration (whites and 
families)."57 

In recommending ways for Cuba to deal with the problems of vice and 
crime, Gil Carballo, too, yielded to chauvinistic sentiments: “We are many 
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fewer in number than during the time of the Spanish Empire, and we have 
a distinctly superior culture to that created by the yellow-complected, slant- 
eyed man; we must therefore quickly arrest the damage in order to avoid del- 
eterious consequences down the road.”* Anti-Chinese feeling was so strong 
that even scholar Fernando Ortiz, writing in the second decade of the twen- 
tieth century, could not detach himself from its influence: "Ihrough opium, 
homosexual practices, and other highly developed corruptions of its secular 


civilization, the yellow race weakened [Cuba's] moral fiber.” 


OTHER LATIN AMERICAN countries with substantial Chinese communities 
also experienced opium trafficking and use. The first wave of Chinese im- 
migrants to Mexico arrived in 1864 to help construct a railway line running 
south from Ciudad Juárez. In 1871, a second group of Chinese immigrants 
arrived in the port city of Veracruz and were soon linked with the use of 
opium.” Official records indicate that just over fourteen thousand Chinese 
immigrated to Mexico between 1895 and 1949; as in Cuba, almost all — just 
under 98 percent in this case — were male. Not until 1930 did significant num- 
bers of Chinese women begin to enter Mexico.” 

The opium trade also infiltrated Mexican government circles and was co- 
opted by unscrupulous officials. One of the most flagrant opportunists was 
the governor of Baja California, Colonel Esteban Cantü. During the 1910s, 
Cantu enriched himself by permitting Chinese traffickers to import and dis- 
tribute opium. Cantü sold opium brought from Europe directly to members 
of Los Angeles's Chinese community. In addition, Cantú and his father-in-law 
profited from the deposits his government required companies that imported 
Chinese immigrants to post"? Between 1922 and 1933 in Baja California, out of 
418 arrests made for opium use and 141 for opium trafficking, 32 percent and 
38 percent, respectively, involved individuals of Chinese origin? During the 
19208, furthermore, members of a Chinese gang in both Sinaloa and Durango 
were charged with growing poppies.” 

Two decades later, Chinese traffickers had become a major factor along 
the border between Ciudad Juárez and El Paso, Texas and in Tijuana, astride 
the border between Mexico and California.” The drug trade had also moved 
further south in Mexico: several Chinese were arrested in Guadalajara, which 
had turned into a focal point for the distribution of opium and housed labo- 
ratories for processing both opium and heroin? Between October 1944 and 
March 1945, the Tijuana police arrested nearly one hundred people, approxi- 
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mately half of them of Chinese origin, for selling and using drugs.” The cutoff 
in the supply of drugs from Asia during the Second World War significantly 
increased the opium traffic between Mexico and the United States, which 
in turn led to an increase in the production of poppies in Mexico, an enter- 
prise that involved both the Chinese and Mexicans, including a general in the 
Mexican army. Mexico thus became the principal source of opium for the 
U.S. market? 

Following the Second World War, this flow of opium, at times managed 
by Chinese operating on both sides of the U.S.-Mexican border, ballooned to 
include multiple points in Mexico? The Mexicans and the Chinese (many 
of them naturalized Mexicans) organized and oversaw the opium traffic 
between the two countries, relying on the willing collaboration of political 
figures and selected government officials, including most notably the long- 
standing chief of the Ministry of Public Health and Sanitation's Drug En- 
forcement Bureau.” 

Historian Gabriela Recio points out that in Mexico, as in the United States 
and Cuba, "the Chinese were accused of contaminating society with their 
vices." From 1910 on, the Chinese periodically faced calls for their expul- 
sion from Mexican territory. In 1925, an expressly anti-Chinese assembly, 
held in Nogales, tied the Chinese to the opium traffic and asked that they 
be brought to account. In 1921, two Chinese associations in Baja California 
tangled with each other for business reasons, carrying the animosity against 
Asian immigrants to new heights.** Among the politicians who harbored anti- 
Chinese feelings was the future president of the country, Plutarco Elías Calles.** 
Alarmed by the outpouring of anti-Chinese sentiment, the Chinese communi- 
ty’s benevolent society condemned drug traffickers of Chinese origin as “harm- 
ful elements,” trying, as in Cuba, to counter the popular impression that the 
Chinese as a whole were disposed toward criminal conduct.** Indeed, many 
Chinese transplants in Mexico became successful businessmen and distin- 
guished themselves by their modesty and work ethic.** Nevertheless, resentful 
of competition, politicians, labor unions, and members of the business commu- 
nity launched anti-Chinese campaigns that culminated during the depression 
with the expulsion of the Chinese from the state of Sonora. Anti-Chinese agi- 
tation also resulted in the murder of various immigrants and in the adoption 
of prohibitions against marriages between Chinese immigrants and Mexican 
women.” 

Peru was the third node on the triangle of Latin American nations hav- 
ing large colonies of Chinese. Roughly eighty-seven thousand Chinese im- 
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migrants entered Peru between 1859 and 1874, the majority recruited as re- 
placements for freed black slaves on the country's sugar plantations?? Opium 
dens began to appear in Peru?? However, the government, seeking revenue, 
established a monopoly on the importation of opium beginning in 1887. The 
opium, which entered the country through the port of El Callao, was im- 
ported from Germany and Holland as well as from China and Persia. The 
commercialization of opium in Peru took the form of concessions awarded 
to private-sector merchants on the basis of public auctions. The merchants, 
who were of Chinese as well as Peruvian and European origin, wholesaled the 
drug to Chinese small-business owners, who in turn sold it in their stores to 
consumers.”” Although Peru's laws governing the opium business stipulated 
that the drug could be sold only to persons of Chinese origin, Peruvians inev- 
itably flaunted the law and acquired opium for their personal use?! Until the 
middle of the twentieth century, when Peru joined wider antidrug campaigns, 
the Ministry of Public Health's narcotics enforcement section limited its ef- 
forts basically to controlling pharmacy transactions and to cracking down on 
Chinese opium dens.” The situation, however, was more complicated and re- 
quired greater vigilance. From time to time in Peru, traffickers of Chinese ori- 
gin also engaged in the illegal sale of such opiates as morphine and heroin.” 

Insum, then, Chinese immigrants throughout Latin America brought with 
them the custom of using opium, most prominently in Cuba, Mexico, and 
Peru. Furthermore, while Chinese immigrants to Latin America did not suffer 
the same degree of violence as in certain parts of the United States, they none- 
theless remained the object of discrimination and xenophobia. In attempt- 
ing to assimilate, immigrants in Latin America — especially those who were 
poor and from radically different cultures — clearly became a lightning rod 
for conflict. Serious as it was, such conflict lacked the intensity ofthe disputes 
that inflamed the political landscape in Cuba during the middle decades of 
the twentieth century, when competing interests fought to control power and 
use it illicitly for their private enrichment. In the shadow of this struggle, as 
the Second World War disrupted the flow of illegal drugs from Europe and 
Asia, the drug trafficking networks that existed in Cuba and the United States 
developed further. 
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Corruption and Drug Trafficking in 
Cuba during the Second World War 
and the Early Postwar Years 


t the end of 1942, as the United States marked the first anniversary of its 
entrance into the Second World War, agents of the Federal Bureau of 
Narcotics (FBN) found a quantity of morphine and cocaine from Cuba 
in Kansas City. The drugs had been siphoned from legally imported quo- 
tas and then brought back clandestinely into the United States.’ Based 

on this case, the FBN decided that it would no longer grant permits for the 
export of legal shipments of drugs from the United States to Cuba. Such a 
policy presumably would prevent the drugs from being diverted to illegal 
channels.” The case, however, did not stop there, as the U.S. embassy in Cuba 
requested that an FBN agent be designated to assist the Cuban ministry of 
health in reconstructing how the drugs had been diverted. Bureau officials 
chose a lead agent, Claude Follmer, who had been in charge of the initial 
investigation in Kansas City.’ In turn, the Cuban Department of State autho- 
rized Eduardo Palacios Planas, commissioner of drugs in the health ministry, 
to exchange information about his country’s narcotics situation with U.S. of- 
ficials.* Perhaps the least surprising element of the case was that the drugs had 
turned up in Kansas City, at the time a hotbed of corruption and organized 
crime: “If Chicago was the most corrupt city in the country, Kansas City was 
a close second, with its municipal police department run by a former Capone 
gangster.” 

In his lengthy report, Follmer blamed the episode squarely on Cuba's po- 
lice force: “As the result of inefficiency and corruption, past and present, in the 
national police, all of the vices known to modern civilization have prospered 
for many years in Cuba. At present, just as in the recent past, the major crimi- 
nal conduct in Cuba revolves around assassination, gambling, prostitution, 
and an extensive traffic in marijuana and narcotic drugs.” Follmer drew at- 


tention to a new channel through which narcotics were smuggled into Cuba. 
With the outbreak of the Second World War, drugs previously imported from 
Europe had been replaced by Peruvian cocaine, brought to the island on Chil- 
ean ships. In 1943, he noted, “the Republic of Cuba is literally inundated with 
Peruvian cocaine, which in the case of Havana is sold to several thousand 
of the city's cocaine addicts." Follmer concluded that the Cuban authorities 
would not take any important countermeasures and that illegal drugs would 
continue openly to be sold.’ 

British diplomats believed that Cuban corruption and its entanglements 
with gambling and the drug trade originated within the highest circles of gov- 
ernment and the military. Army commander Colonel José A. Pedraza was “a 
big gambler and spender,” and both Pedraza and Colonel Angel González had 
personal stakes in the gambling business; moreover, the head of the Cuban 
navy had enriched himself through smuggling? In early 1941, Pedraza and 
González plotted unsuccessfully to overthrow Fulgencio Batista, resulting in 
the arrest and exile of the two men.’ 

At the end of 1942, British diplomats in Washington, D.C., strengthened 
their criticisms of Cuban corruption: 


Both the State Department and the American ambassador are very wor- 
ried about the corruption existing in the Cuban government, a corruption 
which, though endemic, apparently now exceeds anything which had gone 
on previously. . . . Before President Batista's arrival [in Washington], it had 
been discussed in the State Department whether the subject of the venal 
atmosphere of his government should be broached to him. However, it 
was decided that little could be done about it at the moment and the near- 
est approach was a suggestion by President [Franklin D.] Roosevelt that 
American experts be sent to Cuba to assist in reforming the Civil Service. 
This suggestion was completely ignored by Batista.’ 


The British chancery, undoubtedly influenced by the reports from its dip- 
lomatic mission in Havana, strongly criticized Batista’s first administration 
(1940-44): “His regime, has been remarkable, even in Cuba, for its corruption 
and inefficiency. . .. Cuban participation in the war is a farce. Its chief conse- 
quence is that it has afforded the president an excuse for imposing additional 
taxes, the proceeds of which have gone into the pockets of himself and his 
friends." 

The U.S. ambassador to Cuba, Spruille Braden, expressed similar senti- 
ments: “Illicit dealings and corruption in all its forms are fully operative in 
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Cuba and involve both low and high-level individuals. Even those in the presi- 
dent's immediate circle, and some members of the cabinet . . . have a direct in- 
terest in the profits realized from such practices.”’* Some months later, Braden 
reiterated, "Corruption has never before been so rampant, so organized, or so 
profitable for those at the top."? 

Wilson Beers, the U.S. Treasury Department's representative at the Ha- 
vana embassy, also reported on the spreading corruption in Cuba and the key 
role played in it by military officials and police close to Batista, whom Beers 
dubbed the Palace Gang. Beers concluded, "Cuba has a huge number of drug 
addicts among people with money to burn, theater people, professionals and 
businessmen, elements within the entertainment world and night clubs, pros- 
titutes, etc., those who are reaping the benefits of the current era of prosperity 
in Cuba and are willing and able to pay extraordinary sums" for drugs.” 

One of the high-level officials who fit Braden's profile of corruption was 
General Manuel Benítez, chief of Cuba's secret police during Batista's first 
administration. Benítez, who was also suspected of assassination and em- 
bezzlement, apparently had a personal interest in the gambling that took place 
in Havana's most prominent nightclub, the Tropicana, and used his influ- 
ence to protect the cabaret when its neighbors, including the Belén School, 
an elite Jesuit-run institution, complained about the gambling and excessive 
noise.? In October 1944, Ramón Grau San Martín returned to power under 
the standard of the Cuban Revolutionary Party (also known as the Auténti- 
cos), but he failed to rein in the country's corruption, and the situation may 
indeed have worsened: “Embezzlement, graft, corruption, and malfeasance of 
public office permeated every branch of national, provincial, and municipal 
government.””° 

Although U.S. diplomats stationed in Cuba had scarcely shied away from 
protesting their hosts’ criminal corruption, some Americans living on the is- 
land also took part in illegal activities, as U.S. officials well knew. In the com- 
munities bordering the Guantanamo military base, for example, U.S. Marines 
regularly visited prostitutes, took drugs, and gambled." The U.S. embassy 
also acknowledged that American workers and officials took advantage of 
lax conditions to import contraband cigarettes through the port of Havana. 
More seriously, Americans transported drugs between Cuba and Miami. For 
example, Winthrop Gardiner used his legitimate position with a U.S. com- 
pany in Cuba as cover to carry drugs between Florida and the island.” 

Despite the possibility that Americans in Cuba exaggerated their criticisms 
and despite the fact that widespread corruption there was not a new phenom- 
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enon (in the country's 1922 elections, for example, a fifth ofthe candidates had 
criminal records), the country's levels of corruption undeniably rose during 
and after the Second World War? Some authors blame this increase on the 
rapid expansion of North American investment in Cuba after the First World 
War, which excluded Cubans from managerial roles in the broader economy 
and limited them to the work and rewards offered in the public sector.” 
Historian Jules R. Benjamin, conversely, has argued that Cuba's corruption 
problems resulted from the combination “of the colonial [Hispanic] heritage 
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of Cuban politics,” “the increasing stream of dollars” flowing out of Wash- 
ington, D.C., through lend-lease programs, and favorable international sugar 
prices.” Along broadly similar lines, Louis A. Pérez has written, “World War 
II created new opportunities for Cuban economic development, few of which, 
however, were fully realized. ... Funds were used irrationally. Corruption and 
graft increased and contributed in no small part to missed opportunities, but 
so did mismanagement and miscalculation."? For his part, Carlos Alberto 
Montaner has argued that from the outset of the twentieth century, Cubans 
and residents elsewhere in Hispanic America saw the state "as the primordial 
means of enrichment and as a source of jobs" governed by "favoritism and 
compadrazgo,” a system of family-based relationships and social bonds.”* 

Presidents Grau (1944-48), Carlos Prio Socarrás (1948-52), and Batista (1940- 
44, 1952-58) enriched themselves during their years in office. Both Grau and 
Prio Socarrás followed a well-trod path, building palatial homes and living 
luxuriously. Grau, furthermore, disillusioned a great many people because 
of the extreme gulf between his reformist rhetoric on the one hand and the 
absolutely corrupt practices of his second administration on the other. When 
officials began to investigate charges of embezzlement against Grau, gunmen 
stole the records of the inquiry in 1949. Nothing symbolized the corruption 
that flourished under Grau's presidency better than his minister of education, 
José Manuel Aleman, who in 1948 escaped to the United States with millions 
of dollars, which he supposedly personally carried in several suitcases. The 
members of Batista’s inner circle likewise enriched themselves, but Batista 
himself, a former sergeant of humble background, surpassed all others in 
amassing wealth. In 1959, his personal fortune was estimated at $300 million. 
Batista’s investments spanned a number of businesses and industries, includ- 
ing sugarcane, rice plantations, land transport, cement plants, radio stations, 
publishing houses, real estate, and public services? 

Although the Cuban variant may have had distinctive features, it was also 
part of a larger dynamic, since corruption as a whole increased across Latin 
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America during and immediately after the Second World War as a conse- 
quence of a wide variety of factors: price controls, rationing, Export-Import 
Bank and lend-lease loans and initiatives, economic speculation, blacklists of 
businessmen from the Axis powers, nepotism, the uncontrolled rotation of 
jobs between the public and private sectors, insecurity brought on by cycles 
of rapid expansion followed by sudden crises, rapid growth of the state sector, 
the substantial number of large-scale contracts awarded, excessive presiden- 
tial power and executive branch legal impunity, the exploitation of develop- 
ment plans and budgets, the participation of politicians and military officials 
at alllevels in economic development programs as well as in business ventures 
that erased the boundaries between public and private interest, the concession 
of monopolies, the growth of cities in which local governments traded favors 
for votes, and the protection of certain economic groups and sectors to the 
detriment of other groups and of society in general. Furthermore, not just 
local businessmen and political figures grabbed at the opportunity to enrich 
themselves; American citizens did so, too, capitalizing on the growing U.S. 
influence in Latin America.”° 

The Cuban government's official assessments of the country's drug situa- 
tion differed sharply from those of British and U.S. representatives. Eduardo 
Palacios Planas, for example, took issue with Follmer's statements, claiming, 
based on reports prepared by the judicial police, that the illegal use of drugs 
in Cuba had declined by at least half between the first six months of 1942 and 
of 1943." Palacios Planas also protested the rBN's decision to include Cuba 
on its 1942 list of the principal countries from which illegal drugs were sent 
abroad.” In line with this position, the Cuban government's 1940 and 1941 
reports to the League of Nations contended that the illegal use of narcotics 
“is not significant in Cuba.” 

Privately, however, Palacios Planas sounded a much different note. In Sep- 
tember 1930, he wrote to FBN director Harry J. Anslinger to express his con- 
cerns and frustrations regarding the illegal sale and use of drugs on the is- 
land. Palacios also expressed his pessimism that the government would follow 
through with a pending decree that would enable Cuba to fulfill its obligation 
under Article 15 of the 1931 League of Nations convention to create a special 
agency to "regulate, supervise, and control the sale and purchase of drugs" 
and to "organize a campaign against drug addiction, taking such steps as are 
necessary to prevent it and to suppress illegal trafficking."?? Palacios Planas 
gave Anslinger an unflinchingly honest assessment of the situation: 
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Until now, I've been able to control the import, export, preparation, and 
distribution of narcotics, but their use as well as the suppression of illegal 
trafficking have been outside my hands. If our government decides to pro- 
mulgate this decree, then I assure you that there will be no problems with 
trafficking. Unfortunately, though, our authorities have other countrywide 
concerns — politics. As a Cuban, I feel a sense of shame over the attitude 
adopted here, but over and above that, my own position as a responsible 
person obliges me to suggest the following to you: you should write to our 
government to insist that it establish and fund a department to central- 
ize the authority to control drug trafficking in all its aspects. It would be 
advisable for you to stress that in the absence of such action, all permits to 
export drugs into Cuba will be suspended." 


Officials in the U.S. State Department agreed that Cuba had not created an 
agency in accordance with the terms of the 1931 League of Nations conven- 
tion but nevertheless refrained from taking any measures as extreme as those 
proposed by Palacios Planas. Instead, they recommended that Ambassador 
Braden express to the Cuban chancery the U.S. government's desire that Cuba 
stop dithering and fulfill its commitments.” 

On 24 January 1944, Palacios Planas visited the U.S. embassy in Havana 
and reported that the decree would be promulgated within a matter of days.” 
Two months later, however, the matter was still pending. Embassy officials 
contacted Cuba’s new health minister, Alberto Recio, and its minister of state, 
Jorge Mañach, to insist that the office be established.** Recio declared that al- 
though he believed that the Cuban government had controlled the legitimate 
sale and purchase of drugs, he agreed that an office to control the illegal drug 
trade should be established “without delay.”* Palacios Planas then stated that 
he would have nothing to do with the new office, promptly causing Recio to 
ask for the drug commissioner’s resignation on the grounds that he had stated 
his opinions to the press.** Palacios Planas saw the matter differently, explain- 
ing to Anslinger that “given the impossibility of getting my government to 
comply with Article XV of the Convention, I find myself obliged to resign the 
office of Drug Commissioner." Although the decree was ostensibly ready for 
President Batista's signature, he never signed it, and the creation of an office to 
centralize the control and regulation of drugs was postponed indefinitely.** 

When Grau assumed the presidency at the end of 1944, however, the United 
States again began to exert pressure for the creation of the office.” In July 1945, 
the government finally issued a decree creating the Departamento General de 
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Control de Drogas Estupefacientes (General Department for the Control of 
Narcotic Drugs). The new department was attached to the Ministry of Health 
and Social Welfare, which received an augmented budget? After almost fif- 
teen years of stubborn procrastination, Cuba finally was in formal compli- 
ance with the terms of Article 15. 

In the magazine Bohemia, Antonio Gil Carballo asserted that “as a con- 
sumer nation of hard drugs, Cuba occupies first place.” He further denounced 
“the reprehensible intervention of certain high-level authorities” in the out- 
going Batista government, placed his hopes on the new administration and 
its “postulates” of “moral regeneration,” and declared that Grau “has been 
the one chosen to effect the moral liberation of our youth.”* For his part, 
Wilson Beers strongly endorsed the appointment of Benito Herrera as Cuba's 
new director ofthe secret police, a position in which he would be in charge of 
cracking down on drug traffic and illegal drug use. According to Beers, Her- 
rera was "the one honest person" available.” 

When the secret police contracted with Gil Carballo to instruct and train 
twenty-five antinarcotics agents, Beers's predictions seemed to be borne out.? 
Gil Carballo's optimism soon faded, and a few months later he complained 
that the time allotted to him for instructing the new agents had been cut by 
several months. He also emphasized that marijuana trafficking was on the 
rise but that only petty dealers were being arrested. Substantial cocaine sup- 
plies remained available on Cuba's black market, brought into the country 
via Chilean ships and likely on Argentine vessels as well. According to Gil 
Carballo, the central figure in the trafficking of cocaine in Cuba was Angelito 
Canal, who lived in Havana's Chinatown and operated under the protection 
of Inocente Álvarez, Cuba's minister of state. Gil Carballo also believed that 
while the chief of the secret police's antinarcotics bureau, José Sobrado López, 
was personally honest, he lacked the power to resist pressures applied from 
above and therefore confined himself to pursuing minor offenders.** 

A report issued by Sobrado López's antinarcotics unit seemed to bear out 
Gil Carballo's gloomy assessment, indicating that most of the 363 people ar- 
rested for drug-related offenses during 1946 were drug addicts (who were gen- 
erally sent to the Lazareto hospital in Mariel) or small-time peddlers — Gil 
Carballo's “little fish.” Furthermore, almost all of the arrests and confisca- 
tions involved either marijuana or morphine (including opium). About half 
of the marijuana dealers and users were white, while three-quarters of the 
morphine addicts were of Chinese origin. Over the same year, the govern- 
ment had confiscated a mere one gram of cocaine, the drug of choice among 
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wealthier users, and that had come from a black dealer.* Cuba's reports to the 
United Nations Economic and Social Council also demonstrate that the pros- 
ecution of marijuana cases focused on the lower classes. Of forty-five drug 
cases prosecuted in Cuba during 1946, for example, thirty-three involved 
marijuana, while the remaining twelve involved “unspecified” drugs.** 

If Beers's high hopes for Herrera's appointment as chief of the secret po- 
lice were largely dashed by internal Cuban realities, the situation was soon 
complicated even further by a new, external development — the arrival in Ha- 
vana near the end of 1946 of Italian-American mafia don Salvatore Lucania, 
popularly known as Lucky Luciano. Luciano remained in Havana for several 
months, and his presence on the island marked a new point of conflict in U.S.- 
Cuban drug policy diplomacy. 
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Lucky Luciano in Cuba 


n 1936, Salvatore Lucania, better known as Lucky Luciano, was convicted 
on charges of running a prostitution ring in New York City and sentenced 
to between thirty and fifty years in prison. Luciano had been born in 
Sicily but in 1906 moved with his family to the United States, where he 
climbed through the ranks of organized crime to become the head of the 
New York syndicate. The man who prosecuted the case against Luciano and 
fifteen of his mobster associates was Thomas E. Dewey, then serving as New 
York City's district attorney, and the long sentences the men received were 
intended to cripple the mob by removing some of its top overlords. In early 
1946, however, Dewey, now the governor of the state of New York, agreed to 
commute Lucianos sentence on the condition that he be deported immedi- 
ately to Italy. According to two members of the U.S. armed forces, Murray I. 
Gurfein and Charles R. Haffenden, Luciano had in effect bargained for his 
freedom by lending support to the American war effort against Germany and 
Italy. Though imprisoned, the mafia boss still controlled the New York city 
waterfront, and he had used his influence and underworld contacts to obtain 
and share with U.S. officials information about potential American collabora- 
tors in the German campaign to sink ships crossing the Atlantic. Luciano also 
used his contacts in Italy to obtain information that would help the U.S. Navy 
coordinate the logistics of landing Allied troops in Sicily. Dewey maintained, 
however, that the commutation of Luciano's sentence was purely a routine 
matter, in keeping with the state's established policy of deporting foreign- 
born prisoners as a way to save money. The governor, in fact, had done noth- 
ing more than follow the recommendation of the state parole board.’ 
After Luciano's deportation, rumors began to circulate that he wanted to 
leave Italy and return to the Western Hemisphere to coordinate and maintain 
control over his U.S. business interests. Cuba and Mexico were among the 


countries reported as possibilities, while another story stated that Luciano 
had obtained an Argentine passport and moved to Buenos Aires.” 

Although U.S. authorities warned their Cuban counterparts about Lucia- 
nos intentions, the gangster nonetheless entered Cuba quietly and unevent- 
fully, arriving by air in Camagüey on 29 October 1946? His passport was 
stamped with visas for Cuba, Brazil, Bolivia, Colombia, and Venezuela. 

Prior to his incarceration, Luciano had lived a life of glittering opulence in 
New York. He spent his winter vacations in Miami and summered in Sara- 
toga, rubbing shoulders with personalities from the entertainment world and 
members of the social and political elite? In Havana, Luciano resumed his 
grand lifestyle, living openly with a young New York heiress at his side and 
frequenting racetracks and the Casino Nacional. As in New York and Miami, 
he not only fraternized with American celebrities such as Frank Sinatra who 
vacationed on the island but also mingled with Cuban political figures? 

Indalecio Pertierra, a representative in the Cuban legislature and the man- 
ager of Havana's Jockey Club, used his influence to help Luciano obtain legal 
residency in Cuba. He was also on close terms with two members ofthe Cuban 
Senate, Francisco Prío Socarrás (brother of Prime Minister Carlos Prío So- 
carrás) and Eduardo Suárez Rivas (president of the Senate in 1944 and 1945), 
and with Paulina Alsina, the widow of President Ramón Grau San Martín's 
brother, Francisco. Luciano rented and had an option to buy a house in Ha- 
vana's Miramar district, an area of expensive and luxurious homes. According 
to a U.S. antinarcotics agent, the house belonged to General Genovevo Pérez 
Dámera, chief of the Cuban general staff. Luciano collaborated with a group 
of men including Pertierra and Suárez Rivas to set up a new airline, Aerovías 
Q, that operated flights between Havana and Key West, Florida, and Pérez 
Dámera saw to it that its planes were allowed to land on the military runway 
in Camp Columbia, on the outskirts of Havana, thereby bypassing immigra- 
tion and customs controls. In addition, the government granted the airline 
special tax exemptions. Luciano’s privileges did not end there, however. After 
a failed attempt on his life at the end of December 1946, Pertierra arranged 
to have two members of the Presidential Palace Police assigned to Luciano 
as bodyguards. His cozy relationships with high-level Cubans enabled him 
to bring in a dozen gangsters from the United States to help him manage 
his interests in the Casino Nacional. Luciano remained in frequent contact 
with fellow mobster Meyer Lansky, a friend and partner since childhood, 
and two notorious fixtures of American organized crime, Frank Costello and 
Benjamin "Bugsy" Siegel, visited Luciano on the island. Even Jack Dempsey, 
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the former world heavyweight boxing champion, had business dealings with 
Luciano in the form of a fifty-thousand-dollar investment in the Gran Ca- 
sino Nacional. Ralph Capone, brother of Al Capone, was also rumored to 
have met with Luciano in Havana.’ Moreover, an official of the Federal Bu- 
reau of Narcotics (FBN) reported that members of the New York mob carried 
money to Havana to give to Luciano? Lansky reportedly worked “to pull all 
the strings he could to keep his friend [Luciano] in Cuba,” even interceding 
personally with Batista to remind the dictator of the “enormous bribes they 
had been paying him over the years and demanding his cooperation."? Alsina 
may have played a role in this connection, as she was well known for taking 
bribes in return for arranging contacts and facilitating various business deal- 
ings.'” Furthermore, since Grau was a bachelor, Alsina acted as First Lady, a 
position that gave her considerable power." Within the British embassy, in 
fact, she was considered to be “the power behind the throne." According to 
Herminio Portell-Vilá, Grau's administration was characterized by rampant 
favoritism and nepotism: ^he permitted members of his immediate family, in 
particular his sister-in-law, as well as his cronies and protégés, to exercise a 
pernicious influence on his government." In addition to Alsina, Grau named 
various other relatives to official posts.'* 

Two days before Christmas 1946, the most powerful leaders of the U.S. 
mafia met in Havana's Hotel Nacional to discuss how to divide the profits 
from their casinos. The crime bosses also took up a related matter, the con- 
struction of the Flamingo Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas and their concerns 
that Siegel and his girlfriend, Virginia Hill, were skimming off part of the 
construction money for themselves. Sinatra provided the entertainment for 
this underworld summit." 

In December 1946, when Harry J. Anslinger, director of the FBN since its 
founding in 1930, learned of Luciano’s presence in Cuba, the FBN put several 
Hotel Nacional employees on its payroll as informants, including a telephone 
operator and an elevator attendant.'* Cuban authorities did not take an inter- 
est in the matter until the mafia kingpin was seen at the racetrack in Havana's 
Parque Oriental on 8 February 1947, however. Advised by the office of the legal 
attaché of the U.S. embassy, the chief of Cuba’s secret police, Benito Herrera, 
went to the racetrack and informed Luciano that he would need to visit the 
secret police offices. Luciano did so two days later." According to Luciano, 
Lansky had already spoken “with his friend" Alfredo Pequefio, Cuba's interior 
minister, regarding an extension of Luciano's six-month residency visa.'* 

U.S. officials began to pressure the Cuban government to expel Luciano 
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from the island. Anslinger' request to that end received little or no reaction 
from Cuban authorities, and he responded by ordering an embargo on the 
export to Cuba of drugs for medical use, alleging that Luciano's organiza- 
tion could intercept and redirect them to illegal markets. Anslinger further 
decreed that the embargo would be lifted only when the government expelled 
Luciano.? 

High officials of the Cuban government argued publicly and privately 
for the suspension of the embargo. Cuba's minister of health, for example, 
branded the measure “arbitrary and unjust."?? Pedro Nogueira, director of the 
ministry’s office of public health, took a more strident line, pointing out that 
Anslinger’s statements “invite the supposition that this ministry would be 
capable of allowing the putative diversion [of legal drugs] and therefore [are] 
an accusation aimed directly at our health workers.” Nogueira added that he 
would demand that Anslinger retract his statements.” Cuba's national health 
and welfare committee approved a motion of protest against the embargo, 


» 


terming it “rash,” “offensive,” “arbitrary, abusive, and undeserved” and point- 
ing out that Luciano was “a gangster molded [in the United States] and set free 
by the American authorities before completing his term of punishment.”” In 
private, Nogueira and the health minister conveyed their intense displeasure 
to American diplomats in Havana. U.S. officials responded that their govern- 
ment was not lodging any accusations against the Cuban leaders personally 
but that the embargo would nonetheless be maintained until Luciano was 
expelled.” 

The United States had previously placed embargoes on its export of legal 
drugs to Cuba. In 1943, U.S. officials took such action after an investigation 
found that legal drugs exported to Cuba had been illegally reexported back 
into the United States by a group of American drug traffickers belonging to 
Tampa's Antinori crime family. This group had been assisted by Juan Manuel 


Alfonso, a high-level Cuban government official.’ 


And in 1940, Anslinger 
had embargoed the export of drugs to Mexico on the grounds that the coun- 
try's health department failed adequately to regulate its department of drug 
addiction and that addicts who received drugs thus could reexport them il- 
legally to the United States.^? 

On 26 February, Guillermo Belt, Cuba's ambassador to the United States, 
conveyed to Secretary of State George Marshall his country's displeasure with 
American actions and in particular with Anslinger’s statements to the press; 
however, Belt also promised that Luciano would be deported within a mat- 
ter of days and contended that such a quick response constituted proof of 
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Cuba's good faith, since the process normally took a month and a half?* The 
next day, Grau and Prío Socarrás signed a decree that outlined Luciano's past 
involvement in drug trafficking and prostitution and detailed findings that 
he was attempting to build up criminal operations in Cuba. As a result, the 
Cuban officials declared, Luciano was "undesirable" and should therefore be 
deported to Italy.” In fact, Luciano had been arrested on 22 February and was 
being held in the Camp Triscornia immigration center.?* 

Although the United States squeezed Cuba to expel Luciano, the island 
government proved more resistant when its neighbor to the north threatened 
Cuba's domestic economic interests, as a case involving air traffic between 
the two countries demonstrates. Aerovías Q, which was subsidized by the 
Cuban government and was the only airline company largely capitalized by 
the Cubans themselves, was also the only commercial line granted the right to 
use the military airport at Camp Columbia. All other carriers had to use the 
Rancho Boyeros airport, which was situated much farther from Havana. Dis- 
playing “a rapidly developing nationalistic attitude,” in the words of one U.S. 
diplomatic official, the Grau administration in 1946 requested that a policy 
of reciprocity be adopted in the concession of air routes between the United 
States and Cuba.” Similarly, Grau and Belt held strongly to the position that 
Cuba’s sugar quota should be preserved unconditionally, with the ambassador 
publicly voicing his objections to a U.S. initiative that would tie an increase in 
the quota to the resolution of other pending issues and threatening to boycott 
inter-American conferences planned for Rio de Janeiro and Bogotá, retaliate 
against American economic interests in Cuba, and restrict Cuba’s importa- 
tion of manufactured goods. After a period of diplomatic sparring, however, 
the U.S. Congress and the White House worked out an agreement that Belt 
and Grau found satisfactory?? Given Cuba's proximity to the U.S. mainland 
and the close connections between the two countries, the U.S. Department of 
State ultimately saw the “maintenance of economic and political stability" on 
the island as the central consideration driving its Cuban policy and the U.S. 
market for sugar as the foundation on which such stability rested.** 

Luciano continued to fight his deportation, telling reporters that he would 
leave Cuba voluntarily: “Pm trying to live decently and peacefully, but can't do 
even that. If they don't want me to be here, PI go. I don't want to be in any place 
where I'm not wanted.’ Nevertheless, Luciano continued to use his Cuban 
connections to fight the deportation order?? When his legal challenges failed, 
his Cuban cronies tried other maneuvers. José Suárez Rivas, a representative 
in the Cuban Congress and brother of Senator Eduardo Suárez Rivas, sug- 
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gested that in response to the U.S. medicine embargo, President Grau should 
stop further shipments of sugar to the United States until the Americans de- 
ported a Spaniard — the alleged “head of the black market for sugar" — living 
in Miami.** Senators Manuel Capestany (a lawyer who had defended Chinese 
opium traffickers during the 1920s) and Francisco Prío Socarrás pressed for 
Luciano’s freedom. The U.S. government, however, remained firm, insisting 
that the crime lord had to be deported to Italy and furthermore that he had to 
be sent on a ship. Luciano could not be allowed to leave Cuba by air because he 
held entry visas for Colombia and Venezuela and might therefore go to one of 
those countries; he could not be allowed to leave of his own volition to prevent 
him from returning to Cuba.’ 

On 26 February, the United States lifted the embargo?? The Colombian 
government canceled the visa it had granted to Luciano in keeping with “the 
dispositions currently in force which prevent entry on the part of undesirable 
elements.”*’ 

At the same time that the U.S. government was pressing for Luciano’s de- 
portation, American and Cuban officials were investigating eight U.S. citizens 
living in Cuba who maintained connections with the crime boss. Among the 
eight were two artists who performed in nightclubs.?* 

Luciano remained in detention until 19 March, when he was deported from 
Cuba on a Turkish cargo ship, the Bakir, on the night of 19 March 1947? On 
his way out of Cuba, Luciano told Herrera that he would return to the United 
States “when its current government is no longer in power."^? Herrera later 
claimed that Luciano had been expelled from Cuba not because of pressure 
from the United States but because he was considered a public enemy whose 
presence in the country could lead to a rise in drug trafficking. The secret po- 
lice chief added that “from the moment [Luciano] stepped onto Cuban soil on 
29 October 1946, my men have not let him out of their sight for even a single 
moment.” When journalists asked if Cuba had a drug trafficking problem, 
Herrera responded in the affirmative, further contending that the traffickers 
had operated with the connivance of high officials in the previous govern- 
ment.* Whatever Herrera and other Cuban officials said publicly, however, 
Luciano clearly had been expelled from Cuba as a result of the U.S. campaign 
to force such an action.” 

After the Bakir reached Genoa on 11 April, Italian authorities arrested 
Luciano and took him to a local prison.? At the beginning of May, he was 
transferred to a jail in Palermo.** Ten days later, he walked out of jail a free 
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man.*” He once again resumed his luxurious lifestyle, dividing his time be- 
tween a penthouse in Naples and a villa on the island of Capri and frequent- 
ing the Naples racetrack and hobnobbing with important people.** Luciano 
also maintained his active involvement in American organized crime, albeit 
from a distance, receiving regular visits from U.S. syndicate associates and 
couriers." The funding for this opulent lifestyle allegedly came, at least in 
part, from Luciano’s participation in the organization headed by Frank Cos- 
tello, who ran casinos in Newark, New Orleans, Chicago, and Florida.** 

FBN officials still viewed Luciano as a major player in drug trafficking ac- 
tivities in both the United States and Italy? According to U.S. authorities, 
Luciano and other Italian American mafiosi were associated with certain 
businessmen and pharmaceutical chemists in Milan in a racket to produce 
heroin, which was then shipped to the United States through Marseille?? Lu- 
ciano was also suspected of having visited Germany to expand his range of 
illicit business activities?" U.S. authorities pressured the Italian government 
to cancel Luciano's passport and leaned on other European countries not to 
grant him entry visas.” FBN agents learned that a group of Italians was op- 
erating in Hamburg, dealing in black market transactions, foreign currency 
manipulation, and illegal import-export activities and consequently asked 
German officials to investigate illegal drug trafficking in their country? With 
the help of the FBN, German police ultimately dismantled a gang that was 
processing cocaine, but Luciano was not linked to this case.°* Luciano was 
definitely involved in other criminal activities, however, including smuggling 
goods through Mediterranean ports. In Naples, he controlled the counterfeit- 
ing racket and the black market for imports.” 

For a number of years, Anslinger continued to insist that Luciano was dis- 
tributing Cuban narcotics in the United States, a claim that prompted a U.S. 
congressman to make a fact-finding visit to Havana in 1958. A representative 
of the U.S. Treasury Department reported, however, that "to date, there has 
been no evidence whatsoever that Luciano is using Cuba" as an intermediate 
point for drug trafficking.*° The FBN never built a drug-running case against 
Luciano. Anslinger blamed the failure to have Luciano tried and sentenced for 
his Italian activities on the impossibility of obtaining witnesses ^who have the 
courage to declare publicly what they almost nonchalantly admit in private." 
As Anslinger concluded, the mafia boss had the cunning of a fox and knew 
how to cover his tracks: “He leaves no trace because there is no trace. And still 
we know he is the man."?? A U.S. senatorial commission, influenced directly 
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by Anslinger and by the testimony of an FBN agent in Italy, noted in 1952 that 
Luciano was the “international kingpin” of the mafia, “a celebrated prostitu- 
tion ringleader and drug trafficker.”2 

Luciano continued living in Naples, where he enjoyed celebrity status, es- 
pecially in the eyes of tourists and U.S. sailors. He suffered a fatal heart attack 
on 26 January 1962 while waiting in the Naples airport to greet an Ameri- 
can film producer who was going to make a movie about his life. Sometime 
later, his remains were interred in the Lucania family crypt on the burial 
grounds of New York's St. John's Cathedral, in the country he considered his 
true home? The inscription on his tomb conjures up the image of a man who 
devoted himself to charity and public service: 


HE FOUGHT IN DEFENSE OF ORDER AND JUSTICE 
For democracy and on behalf of the oppressed 
He gave succor to the poor and did only good 
He rendered great service to the United States.” 


Allegations of Luciano's involvement in large-scale heroin dealing were never 
proven.” He had only two brushes with U.S. law enforcement involving drugs, 
including a 1916 arrest for the possession and sale of heroin that led to a six- 
month stint in a reformatory.* The prosecution in his 1936 prostitution trial 
was unable to prove any involvement in drug trafficking on his part.* 

Moreover, no evidence exists that Luciano engaged in drug trafficking 
while in Italy. Anslinger sought both to satisfy the public appetite for villains 
and to justify his position within the FBN by serving up a Sicilian gangster at 
a time when public hearings and extensive coverage had given both the U.S. 
Congress and the American media the image of a Sicilian Brotherhood that 
controlled and managed all illicit business dealings in the United States.°° 
For years, Anslinger had exploited the tactical device of exaggeration to so- 
lidify his standing? The rBN director propounded the idea that Luciano was 
the evil genius behind international drug trafficking and worked to create 
an image of him as a diabolical figure as a means of compensating for the 
bureau's failures. In practice, however, Anslinger managed only to irritate 
Luciano.” 

Private statements by some Italian authorities indicate that they did not 
embrace either morally or as a matter of practical politics the crusades under- 
taken by U.S. officials. In response to the official U.S. point of view, one police 
chief asked, 
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What is the real crime that he committed? Look, I’ve got his FB1 record here 
in the United States. As a boy he was arrested once for selling narcotics, 
and just a little bit. After that came the outrageous sentence that he got 
for forcing [some women] into prostitution. I ask you, what is compulsory 
prostitution? There is no such thing; a woman is a prostitute because she 
wants to be. This guy Lucania was simply providing a service to meet pop- 
ular demand; I don't see anything wrong in that. As far as I’m concerned, 
the man is innocent and is being persecuted. If he commits a crime under 
Italian law, we'll arrest him. But, why should I harass myself with the prob- 
lems of the Americans??? 


Although Anslinger had never proved his accusations against Luciano, the 
FBN director had used American power to impose his moralizing outlook 
on the Cuban and Italian governments, much to their annoyance. As these 
developments were unfolding, the Cuban people went to the polls and elected 
Carlos Prío Socarrás as their next president. Not only was he Cuba’s last civil- 
ian president, but he was later revealed as a habitual cocaine user. 
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The Prío Socarrás Government 
and Drug Trafficking 


nder the government of President Carlos Prío Socarrás (1948-52), 
Cuba's reports to the United Nations continued to maintain that the 
country's drug problem involved primarily marijuana and a very lim- 


ited amount of morphine and that the problem primarily affected 
™ lower-class elements of society.' Thus, for example, one report asserted 
that “the drug that addicts use most heavily is marijuana . . . out of Mexico, 
which, because it costs the least is used the most." The report continued that 
such findings were hardly surprising, "given that the majority of those using 
it are from the country's lower class." The same report indicated that during 
1948, the Ministry of Health and Social Welfare had destroyed 222 marijuana 
cigarettes, 15 pounds of loose marijuana, and just 10 grams of cocaine. The 
document acknowledged, however, that the retail price of heroin was high 
"due to its scarcity." The figures for 1949 did not differ significantly: 125 mari- 
juana cigarettes, 5 pounds of loose marijuana, 399 vials of morphine, and 27 
grams of cocaine were destroyed, and 63 drug cases came before the courts.’ 
A report submitted the same year by a U.S. antidrug agent noted that be- 
cause of excess supplies in New York, cocaine prices in Cuba were three times 
higher than in the United States.* 

In 1950, however, Cuba’s report to the United Nations showed that although 
Cuban authorities destroyed only 96 marijuana cigarettes and 8 pounds of 
loose marijuana, 1,117 grams of cocaine had been confiscated and the courts 
had heard 125 drug cases? For 1951, the last full year of the Prío presidency, 
the Cuban government reported to the United Nations that the courts had 
heard 75 drug cases and that a much greater amount of drugs had been con- 
fiscated: 146 marijuana cigarettes, 1,360 grams of loose marijuana, 87 vials of 
morphine, 595 grams of opium, 592 grams of morphine powder, 1.5 grams of 
cocaine, and 350 grams of coca paste. Both drug dealing and drug use were 


generally the province of young men; of the 43 court cases in which the of- 
fenders' gender was specified, 42 involved men and only 1 involved a woman. 
Those accused ranged between twenty-four and thirty-six years of age? 
Claiming that the volume of drug trafficking taking place on merchant 
ships had increased noticeably since the Second World War, the U.S. govern- 
ment introduced a December 1950 United Nations resolution calling on mem- 
ber states to compile ^a list of those crew on merchant ships who have been 
convicted, inclusive of the years 1946 to 1950, of crimes connected to drug 
smuggling.” The measure also asked that “sailors’ papers and officers’ licenses 
be revoked when held by such people." The Cuban government expressed its 
support for such an initiative to the Office of the Secretary-General.* 


AT THE BEGINNING Of 1950, Prío offered to support Eduardo Chibás in the 
1952 presidential campaign; according to Chibás, he rejected the offer because 
“we do not conclude agreements with bandits. .. . The Orthodox movement 
can't line up in any way with those who steal from the public treasury, be they 
members of the government or of the opposition. For that reason, the three 
soul mates, Prío Socarrás, Grau, [and] Batista, are all equally rejected? On 
another occasion, Chibás accused the president and his brother, Antonio, "of 
having embezzled millions of pesos."?^ Chibás also claimed to have docu- 
ments suggesting that President Prío and Genovevo Pérez Dámera, head of 
the army, were prepared to accept a section of land in the province of Pinar 
del Río in return for helping an estate owner expel some squatters." 

Yet Chibás, the mercurial public face of anticorruption in Cuba, was tor- 
mented by private demons. Days before he died from a self-inflicted gunshot 
wound to the stomach, an act committed at the end of one of his weekly radio 
broadcasts, Chibás repeated his accusations against "the government of Car- 
los Prío for being the most corrupt ofall those which the Republic has had up 
to the present.”’* Chibás also accused the president of having tolerated drug 
trafficking and contended that highly placed Prío Socarrás administration 
officials had profited from the business.'* In January 1952, Fidel Castro, then 
a young firebrand in the political party founded by Chibás, also leveled cor- 
ruption charges against Prío.”* 

Foreign governments echoed Chibás's, Castro's, and other Cuban reform- 
ers’ views regarding Prio. One U.S. State Department internal report, for ex- 
ample, called attention to “the prevalence of graft and corruption ... as a 
traditional feature of Cuban administrations." The British embassy in Cuba 
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noted that “it is difficult to regard [Prío] as an honest man." Eighteen months 
later, British officials accused Prío of having arranged for the disappearance 
of a file dealing with the embezzlement of funds during the Grau admin- 
istration, a scheme in which he was personally implicated." Prío not only 
amassed personal wealth but also tried to pacify and buy off gunmen operat- 
ing under the cover of political groups by using state funds to give them jobs 
and sinecures.'* 

Prío's government also supported democratic movements in the Carib- 
bean basin. After the 1948 coup in Venezuela against Rómulo Gallegos, both 
Gallegos and Rómulo Betancourt received political asylum in Havana.'? Prío 
also supported the efforts of the Caribbean Legion, a multicountry alliance 
of democratic political leaders across Latin America, to overthrow Rafael Le- 
onidas Trujillo's dictatorship in the Dominican Republic and offered protec- 
tion to Dominicans exiled in Cuba.” The Prío government's "sympathy with 
democratic principles" led it to organize the Inter-American Conference for 
Democracy and Freedom, which took place in Havana in May 1950 and was 
attended by both Latin American and North American delegates.” 

At the beginning of 1952, journalist Mario Kuchilán made public rumors of 
an impending coup d'état against Prío, referring to “a conversation in which a 
conspiracy on the part of military men dressed in civilian clothing was taken 
to be a sure thing.””” State security forces had in fact been monitoring Ful- 
gencio Batista's activities and his connections with military retirees and those 
on active service. Batista had concluded that he lacked sufficient strength in 
the country at large to win the presidential election and that he could obtain 
power only via a campaign to discredit the Prío government whose logical 
end point would be a coup d'état.? The military officers who supported Ba- 
tista knew that a third consecutive victory for a politician from civilian ranks 
would indefinitely exclude them from power.?* 

The coup took place on 10 March 1952 and was a relatively peaceful affair. 
At dawn, tanks pulled out of the Camp Columbia military barracks, head- 
ing toward the presidential palace. The police and the few soldiers guarding 
the palace fired a few shots, but rather than resisting, Prío and most of the 
members of his government fled to Miami. Several provincial military gar- 
risons remained loyal to Prío, but they capitulated after learning that Batista 
followers controlled the Matanza and Camagiiey detachments.” Some ele- 
ments of the population protested the coup, and the students and workers 
who would eventually become the seedbed of opposition to Batista called a 
general strike? 
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Edward G. Miller, then serving as the U.S. assistant secretary of state for 
inter-American affairs, received the news as a "complete surprise" and de- 
plored “the manner in which the coup occurred.” Although Miller acknowl- 
edged that Batista s government would be “basically friendly" toward the 
United States, Washington extended de facto recognition to the new Cuban 
government only after it had promised to fulfill its international obligations 
and to adopt a favorable posture toward private capital. Furthermore, Batista 
agreed that both he and the provisional government would do whatever could 
be done "under the law to eliminate the freedom and privileges which the 
communists were now enjoying in Cuba,” an important change from his al- 
liance with the communists during his first administration?" Not until two 
anda half weeks after the coup, under pressure from American lobbyists par- 
tial to Batista, did the United States recognize his government, long after the 
military dictatorships in Venezuela, Nicaragua, and the Dominican Republic 
had done so.”* According to one of the ministers in Prío's government, the 
U.S. embassy “had nothing to do with the coup d’état” rather, Batista's take- 
over arose from “his authority among the officer class.”” 

During the first months of Batista's government, the U.S. ambassador, Wil- 
lard Beaulac, maintained a clear distance from the Cuban president. Almost 
three months after the coup, Beaulac wrote that although he had met Batista 
informally on two or three occasions, "I have consciously refrained from 
rushing in to see him." Beaulac entertained doubts about the stability of the 
new regime, noting, "This is not a happy situation down here. In fact, I get 
sick at heart when I think of the unfortunate developments that may possibly 
occur.” Miller concurred: “The Cubans seem to be headed for a terrific mess 
both politically and economically. ... Our ability to limit these developments 
is almost non-existent."?' 

After the coup, Prío and his brothers faced a wide variety of charges of 
drug trafficking and cocaine use. Batista claimed that cocaine had been found 
in the presidential palace?? Although the U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics 
(FBN) assigned an agent to watch one of the brothers, Francisco, in Miami, 
the agent found no evidence to implicate Prio in drug use?? However, an- 
other FBN agent, J. Ray Olivera, maintained that he had heard about the Prío 
brothers’ efforts to obtain cocaine in Havana.** In addition, an EBN infor- 
mant indicated that he had met Francisco Prío in Miami through a Bolivian 
drug trafficker, Blanca Ibáñez de Sánchez, from whom Prio wanted to buy 
cocaine.*” Taking advantage of these accusations, Carlos Prío's foes hatched a 
plot to draw him into involvement with drugs in the United States.** Though 
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the scheme proved unsuccessful, rumors linking the Prío Socarrás brothers 
to drug trafficking and drug use persisted? 

The corruption and the looting of the public treasury that characterized 
the Prío Socarrás presidency were damaging enough to Cuban interests, but 
as the final months of Prío's government ticked away, a committee of the U.S. 
Senate enacted certain measures that eventually had important repercussions 
for both Cuba's economy and its domestic politics. 


Prío Socarrás and Drug Trafficking :: 79 


This page intentionally left blank 


Gambling in Cuba 


n January 1950, Tennessee senator Estes Kefauver introduced a congres- 

sional resolution calling for a formal investigation into the network of 

organized crime in the United States. Kefauver was responding in part to 

an appeal made by the mayors of New Orleans, Los Angeles, and Port- 

land for federal intercession to expose and combat syndicated crime. The 
American Municipal Association had expressed the mayors' concerns to the 
U.S. Department of Justice in December 1949, claiming that "the problem 
is too massive to be dealt with solely by local authorities; organized crime 
elements operate across state borders, on a national scale." The U.S. attorney 
general seemed to confirm the gravity of the situation and the validity of the 
association's claim by sponsoring a conference on organized crime. On the 
basis of these developments, the Senate created a committee to investigate 
and formulate recommendations for dealing with organized crime. In 1950 
and 1951, the committee held hearings in Washington, D.C.; Tampa; Miami; 
New York; Cleveland; St. Louis; Kansas City; New Orleans; Chicago; Detroit; 
Philadelphia; Las Vegas; Los Angeles; and San Francisco. More than eight 
hundred sworn witnesses contributed thousands of pages of testimony sub- 
sequently published in a dozen volumes. Public interest in the matter was 
heightened considerably when the committee's New York hearings were tele- 
vised, reaching an estimated audience of 20 to 3o million viewers despite the 
fact that television was still a relatively new medium.’ 

To ensure that the committee's conclusions would not contradict his ideas 
and outlook, the head of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), Harry J. 
Anslinger, saw to it that the committee staff included several FBN agents, who 
arranged for dozens of drug addicts to testify anonymously? The Internal 
Revenue Service also provided the committee with information about the 
activities of alleged criminals? Although the committee was charged with 
investigating the full spectrum of syndicated crime in the United States, it 


focused on gambling and bookmaking, and its final recommendations pri- 
marily concerned these two areas. 

With the repeal of Prohibition, gambling had become the principal source 
of revenue for the American mafia. As a result, by 1931 the city of Chicago had 
ten plants that manufactured slot machines, with all of these establishments 
controlled by local crime bosses. The gambling business grew steadily, and by 
the 1940s, the country had some 140,000 slot machines in operation, generat- 
ing estimated annual revenues of $540 million. In addition, other varieties 
of casino gambling generated millions more. The mafia operated a numbers 
racket, or bolita, in Chicago's black neighborhoods and financed bookmak- 
ers who arranged bets on horse and dog racing via telegraph. The mafia also 
gained substantial revenue through loan sharks, charging exorbitant interest 
rates to people who had accumulated large gambling debts.” 

The Kefauver Committee discovered that casino employees who worked 
in South Florida and in Cuba during the winter months returned to do the 
same work in the same type of business establishments in the North and 
Midwest during the spring and summer? Betting on horse races had been 
legal in Florida since 1931, when despite strong opposition by several groups, 
the legislature had approved it as a means of boosting the state treasury The 
Senate committee's Florida hearings moved a number of influential citizens 
and the local press to denounce illegal casinos in the state and to organize an 
effort to suppress them by supporting the creation of the Crime Commission 
of Greater Miami? As the result of the work done by Kefauver's committee, 
Meyer Lansky and other underworld figures came under investigation for 
running illegal casinos. Lansky's Florida casinos were promptly shut down, 
and he was fined. Furthermore, Lansky spent two months in jail in 1953 fol- 
lowing exposure of his gambling operations in Saratoga Springs in upstate 
New York.’ 

Because the senatorial investigation focused on gambling, which for the 
most part took place in the country’s urban centers, it also spotlighted the 
political machines that protected or at least tolerated the mafia bosses be- 
hind such activity. In the main, these machines belonged to the Democratic 
Party, which dominated political life in the cities. As a consequence of these 
politico-geographic alignments, Democratic Party leaders had not displayed 
a great deal of interest in the formation of the Senate’s anticrime commit- 
tee.” Kefauver paid a high political price for going against the wishes of the 
leaders of his party. In 1952, riding a wave of popularity, he sought the Demo- 
cratic presidential nomination and received a majority of the primary del- 
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egates to the party's national convention in Chicago. The delegates gradually 
withdrew their support, however, and instead chose Adlai Stevenson as their 
candidate." 

In his book on Al Capone, Laurence Bergreen ties the tensions or dichoto- 
mies that play out along an urban-rural axis to the additional factors of class 
and ethnicity. As Bergreen explains, the sons of the first generation of Ital- 
ian, Irish, and Jewish immigrants, who remained apart from older and estab- 
lished groups within the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant population, formed a 
prominent element of the American underworld because that world offered 
solidarity and an avenue of escape. In addition, the underground economy 
provided recently arrived ethnic groups that faced discrimination with a 
means of social mobility. Generally, then, the children of Protestant immi- 
grants from northern Europe, many of whom had rural backgrounds, pur- 
sued criminals of Italian origin from urban areas." Illegal economic activity 
thus became a way in which many immigrants could realize the American 
dream, avoiding the rigidities and discipline that characterized the Protestant 
corporate world.? However, many of those who enjoyed and benefited from 
illegal services provided by the underworld were urban-dwelling members of 
the Protestant community. 

The Kefauver Committee uncovered the cozy relationships between Flor- 
ida's casino owners and police chiefs and spotlighted the governor's com- 
placent attitude. Faced with unwanted public scrutiny and damaging rev- 
elations, some mafia bosses elected to move their businesses to Cuba, while 
others laundered their fortunes and invested in legitimate businesses.’ Some, 
like Meyer and Jake Lansky, did both. In addition to expanding their opera- 
tions in Havana, the Lanskys invested in Las Vegas's burgeoning casino busi- 
ness.'^ The fallout from the Kefauver Committee's investigations continued 
for some time. In March 1955, Santo Trafficante Jr., who controlled the lottery 
rackets in the Tampa and St. Petersburg areas, was convicted on charges of tax 
evasion stemming from profits on his bolita gambling operations. The Florida 
Supreme Court, however, overturned the conviction before he entered prison. 
Like other mafia bosses before him, Trafficante decided to look south and to 
cash in on the opportunity to invest in gambling operations in Havana.” 


ALTHOUGH CUBA under Fulgencio Batista became a fertile ground for Amer- 
ican gambling interests, gambling itself was not an activity that U.S. criminal 
elements introduced to Cuba. On the contrary, gambling was firmly rooted in 
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a Spanish tradition that went back to colonial times and therefore constituted 
an integral part of Cuban life, though one that was nevertheless frequently 
criticized for its negative influences. An article that appeared in the December 
1790 issue of the Papel Periódico de la Habana typified such criticism: “We were 
not put on this earth to play games but to live responsibly and occupy ourselves 
in purposeful and important matters. One need only peer closely into all of the 
communities and corners of this island to be appalled at the sight of so many 
villagers who, having abandoned the respectable work of agriculture, spend 
their days and nights in dim-witted activities like card playing and other such 
odious vices."? An early-nineteenth-century critic of Cuban gambling, José 
Antonio Saco, wrote, “There is no city, village, or corner of the island of Cuba 
into which this all-consuming cancer has not spread. ... Gambling dens area 
hideout for the idle, a school of corruption for youth, the tomb of family for- 
tune, and the nefarious origin of most of the misdeeds that tarnish the society 
in which we live."? In addition to gambling, another reason for the vagrancy 
that existed among whites, according to Saco, was that the arts and crafts were 
monopolized by the black population? Fernando Ortiz has noted that dur- 
ing the first third of the nineteenth century, "One gravitated in short measure 
from idleness and vagrancy to gambling. Everyone in Cuba gambled, and ev- 
erything was fair game; nothing was sacred." Moreover, "to crown the demor- 
alizing effects produced by gambling, in 1812 the government established the 
national lottery . .. which took hold so deeply that it became a ‘fierce love of 
the public. "?' An 1838 novel by Ramón de Palma y Romay, La Pascua en San 
Marcos, criticized gambling among the country's upper classes.” 

Nineteenth-century visitors to Cuba from both Europe and the United 
States noted that gambling was widespread and embedded, crossing all social 
and racial boundaries to include both whites and persons of color, the elite 
and the populace. Even parish priests were capable of “delaying the Mass to 
see the end of a cockfight.”” In 1893, a Havana newspaper commented on 
the city's "dens of iniquity, where crimes are plotted, robberies are planned, 
and the habit of lazing about becomes an occupation in itself, where one is 
disposed to do anything other than work: those hundreds of daily raffles, of 
charades and gambling sites, worth pots of money but absent all dignity. . . . 
Havana today is a gigantic gambling den.””* 

Given gambling's popularity, attempts to crack down were bound to elicit 
spirited opposition. Two decades into the twentieth century, a newspaper 
published in Ciego de Avila, in the country's heartland, printed some lines of 
mordant verse after an illegal gambling establishment there was shuttered: 
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A great uproar broke out 

among the people up above 

some want it to be played, 

to continue to be a gambling house, 
this sick republic, 

which, already sick, raves on... 


He who doesn't play cards 

plays Chinese charades 

and he who isn't playing billiards 
is off playing the lottery. 


Oh! country of gamblers, 
freeloaders, pickpockets, 
ne'er-do-wells of an evil ilk, 
poetasters, mountebanks.” 


Cuban and Spanish immigrants brought the form of lottery gambling 
known as bolita to Tampa at the end of the nineteenth century. Although 
bolita was illegal in Florida, Anglo authorities tolerated it. Beginning in the 
19305, Sicilian immigrants became involved in the numbers game in the state, 
but in the mid-twentieth century, Cubans continued to handle much of the 
bolita business? In Key West, both local residents and tourists bet on the 
results of the Cuban national lottery." 

Chinese immigrants also brought their gambling traditions to Cuba. Ac- 
cording to Ortiz, “The Chinese have spread . . . that form of fraudulent crimi- 
nality, very typical oftheir character, paco pío and chiffá games of chance and 
raffles, more popularly known as charade.””* The Chinese charade, a scheme 
for playing the lottery involving the divination of numbers, ^was popular- 
ized so effectively that it became a pastime taken up even within the highest 
echelons of Cuban society.” 

In 1910, Orestes Ferrara, president of the Cuban House of Representatives, 
suggested that the Compañía de Fomento del Turismo receive a thirty-year 
concession on an area of land in Marianao, between Camp Columbia and the 
sea, on which it would develop a number of structures, including a casino. The 
project encountered strong opposition from American politicians and social 
reformers who believed that the proposed casino would attract gamblers from 
the United States. The U.S. government exerted so much pressure against the 
project that both the Cuban Senate and the country’s president opposed Fer- 
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rara's initiative. The project's investors, both Cuban and American, were not 
easily defeated, and they attempted to revive it, but it again went down in the 
face of renewed opposition from the U.S. diplomatic legation in Havana? The 
idea could not be killed off, and in 1919, the Compafiía de Fomento won ap- 
proval for the project, the development of which was assigned to another com- 
pany, the Casino de la Playa. The opportunities for personal enrichment ul- 
timately proved irresistible. In approving the project, Cuban president Mario 
García Menocal directly benefited his financial interests, since his family had 
the concession for jai alai matches (pelota vasca). Ricardo Dolz, president of 
the Cuban Senate, became the director of a new tourism commission and ofa 
company that promoted horse racing. Furthermore, one ofthe three principal 
shareholders in the Casino de la Playa was Carlos Miguel de Céspedes, previ- 
ously a lawyer in the department of public works and manager of the Cuban 
Ports Company in 1911 and eventually minister of public works, justice, and 
education in Gerardo Machado's administration.” 

Memoirs, travel literature, and even academic reports described Cubans’ 
passion for gambling. A 1928 guide for North American tourists, for example, 
observed that the Cuban “doesn’t consider a game worth playing unless he 
can bet on it. .. . He always believes that his luck will change."?? In 1933, Car- 
leton Beals noted that "the Cuban worships none but the god of chance. An 
inveterate gambler, he will spend his last copper for lottery tickets. . .. The 
Cuban propensity for amusement and gambling reveals little regard for the 
day after tomorrow."? Invited by the Cuban government to visit the island in 
the mid-1930s, a commission of American academics emphasized that "the 
habit of gambling" was “widespread” among all social classes and that the 
purchase of lottery tickets discouraged Cubans from saving.** 

Controlled by the government, the national lottery was a weekly event for 
Cubans, who ritualistically turned on their radios to hear the results of the 
drawings, conducted in Old Havana.’ The revenue generated by the lottery 
was a self-renewing source of corruption. The monies bought off congress- 
men and newspaper editors, underwrote the costs of political campaigns, and 
paid the salaries of botellas, persons who appeared on the government payroll 
without ever reporting to work.** Cuba's presidents used the lottery to influ- 
ence congressional decisions by handing out lottery tickets to congressmen, 
who would collect commissions by selling the tickets to distributors. This 
system of allocation was given the name colecturías (collectorships).*” 

Cubans in the capital pursued their passion for gambling in the Parque 
Oriental as well as in Havana's various casinos, including the Gran Casino 
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Nacional, a favored meeting place for the city's elite.** The gambling-addicted 
locals also enjoyed betting on jai alai games, while residents across the entire 
island attended baseball games and seized the opportunity to place every type 
of bet.” 

Under Batista, the Cuban army took control of the national lottery begin- 
ning in 1937? In 1938, according to a British diplomat, the military began to 
exploit its power to induce people to gamble as a way of extracting profits. 
In one case, a sugar mill owner prohibited his workers from gambling any- 
where on the mill premises to prevent them from squandering their money. 
In response, an army sergeant tried to shake down the owner for a monthly 
payment, most of which would go to the sergeant's superiors. When this tactic 
failed, the sergeant opened a gambling den in the sugar mill, remitting part 
of the profits to his local barracks and keeping the remainder.” Military zone 
commanders collected the profits from gambling, kept part of the money, 
and sent the balance to Havana, where it went into a fund that financed dif- 
ferent armed forces programs, including military schools.*? The confluence of 
civil and military authority and gambling interests sometimes extended to ex- 
tremes. For example, the vice president under Carlos Prío Socarrás, Guillermo 
Alonso-Pujol, and a group of friends set up a timba (gambling establishment) 
at army headquarters.“ 

Organized groups of Cuban women, generally drawn from the upper and 
middle classes, staunchly criticized not only gambling but also drug traffick- 
ing, alcohol consumption, and prostitution.** At the end of 1949, the Lyceum 
and Lawn Tennis Club, a venerable Cuban ladies’ organization that promoted 
education and sports among women as well as community assistance pro- 
grams, charitable works, and social activities, organized a series of twelve con- 
ferences on “The Theory and Explanation of Dissolute Habits,” one of which 
was "Vice and Gambling.”* This same club and more than twenty other social 
and religious organizations issued an October 1956 statement declaring, “This 
is a timely moment in which to stress the truly serious harm that gambling 
produces in the social fabric. It is a whirlpool that devours people's money and 
destroys the underpinning and well-being of the family, the principal building 
block of our society; it promotes thievery, crime, and prostitution, . . . causes 
a dislike for work, . . . leads to laziness and an attitude of indifference, [and] 
ends by undermining the strongest foundations of the nation." The statement 
concluded by asking for a crackdown on both legal and illegal gambling, both 
of which amounted to "organized games of chance, exploited for the sake of 
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profits. 
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Other voices also joined the Cuban antigambling chorus in the mid- 
twentieth century. Reformer Eduardo Chibás asserted that “Cuba had to stand 
up against an evil that corrupted the very essence of its nationhood and en- 
cased the country within the sphere of a colossal gaming establishment, where 
the degrading spectacle of gambling was witnessed on every corner."^ An- 
other author sharply critical of Cuba's infatuation with gambling wrote that 
"the pseudo-revolutionary governments set us down the path of crime... . [T] 
hey have implanted the all-consuming cancer of gambling within the hearts 
of Cubans.”** Yet another critic likewise faulted the Cuban state for its central 
role in legitimizing gambling: "Gambling and principally its organized, of- 
ficial status [is] a powerful factor in the collapse of city life.”*” 

Other Cubans complained about the negative international image of the 
island created by its casinos and cultivation of gambling.” A lengthy report 
prepared by a World Bank technical mission that had visited Cuba in 1950 
also drew attention to gambling's deleterious effect on both the country's en- 
trepreneurial spirit and its capacity to generate savings: 


The gambling spirit in the economy has a distorting effect on the spirit of 
enterprise. It is one of the reasons for the relative scarcity of capital and 
business initiative in the development of new industries. For the large 
owner of capital, what may be won in the fluctuating and unpredictable in- 
ternational sugar market — comparable almost to the lottery — can quickly 
overshadow all of the possible profits from a new venture which would 
necessarily take much time, toil, and trouble. . . . 

For the small man, in an economy where opportunities for business 
growth and job advancement seem to be few — a lottery ticket or any ofthe 
many betting games that flourish throughout Cuba may seem a more at- 
tractive use for money than saving. Besides providing excitement, it seems 
they offer a better hope of getting ahead than the prosaic process of steady 
saving, planning and hard work.” 


In 1959, after the Cuban Revolution, an influential intellectual and Havana city 
historian, Emilio Roig de Leuchsenring, wrote, "From earliest colonial times 
to the present republican period, gambling has been the greatest and most per- 
sistent vice of Cubans. Bequeathed to us by our ancestors, the first Spaniards 
to settle on the island, gambling quickly took root among us. This perverse 
liking is so powerful and widespread as to merit being called the overriding 
passion of Cubans.”* Soon after taking power, the country's revolutionary 
government abolished the national lottery, although it retained a remnant of 
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the system, issuing numbered bonds whose purchasers were eligible for draw- 
ings with a top prize of one hundred thousand dollars. As American political 
activist and novelist Waldo Frank wrote, "Ihe old gambling passion of the 
people hoping to get ‘something for nothing’ .. . is thus re-channeled into a 
legitimate means of gain with the role of chance still present.”** 

Whatever the dictates and reforms of the new governing order, the love 
of gambling and the thrills it offered did not disappear. In one popular song, 


Espíritu Burlón, a medium brings “a message from beyond”: 


O flee from me, mocking spirit, 
mocking spirit, flee from me. 


In a meeting one day, 
they told me to play 
bolita, and charades, 
and the lottery, too. 


I did as they ordered, 

put down what they told me to, 
now I'm without any money 
and they've left me in the street. 


My woman has given me the slip, 
I've landed without any work, 
but worst of all I came down sick, 
and now I've disgusted myself. 


I've got to give it up, 
cant take any more bad luck, 
I've got to rid myself 
of this ever-mocking spirit.** 


BOTH MEYER LANSKY’S connections to the world of Cuban gambling and 
casinos and his relationship with Fulgencio Batista went back to the 1930s." 
Asthe country's president in the 1950s, Batista actively promoted tourism, in- 
cluding casinos, so that the country's economy would not depend exclusively 
on the unstable, fluctuating market for sugar, whose movements were deter- 
mined largely by external forces.*° Tourism had long been seen as an effective 
though problematic tool for spurring Cuban economic development. In 1939, 
Chibás, for example, had supported the promotion of tourism in Cuba “as the 
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most important of all initiatives that our country could undertake on behalf 
of its definitive political liberation — through its no less definitive economic 
redemption." During the early 1950s, a surplus of sugar on the international 
market had triggered a drop in its price, creating a Cuban budget deficit.** In 
addition, as with other tropical commodities, the terms of trade had turned 
against sugar, and Cuba's imports were growing more quickly than its ex- 
ports, reducing the surplus in the nation's balance of trade, although it re- 
mained positive as late as 1957.” 

But even as Cuban authorities sought to promote tourism and gambling, 
visitors from the United States began to complain that they were being vic- 
timized by dishonest croupiers in various casinos.?? Like tourism, the prob- 
lem of Cubans taking advantage of visitors was not new to the island. In the 
same 1939 speech in which he had extolled the virtues of tourism, Chibás 
had criticized Cubans who “under the knowing eye of the authorities spend 
their time wheedling and exploiting the tourist . . . getting involved in one 
outrage after another . . . free as a bird and never penalized.” After proposing 
that tourist brochures touting Cuba be distributed "in profusion" across the 
United States, Chibás warned, "It is less harmful to let tourists go to other 
seaside resorts, where they are welcomed and shown a more refined form of 
hospitality, than it is to have them turn into vocal critics of Cuba.”** 

The Saturday Evening Post spread the negative image with an article, 
"Suckers in Paradise," that infuriated Batista, who responded by ordering the 
deportation of American casino workers known to have cheated tourists? 
Thirteen U.S. citizens who worked in casinos in the Hotel Varadero Interna- 
cional, Tropicana, Jockey Club, and Sans Souci were arrested and deported.” 
Batista then called on Lansky to clean up the business and restore gamblers’ 
confidence and goodwill.** 

In 1955, the Cuban government had granted tax benefits for the construc- 
tion of new hotels and facilitated the placement of casinos in both hotels and 
nightclubs.* The law was framed within the context of the country's National 
Program for Economic Action, which sought to diminish Cuba's dependence 
on sugar exports? Lansky had immediately taken advantage of the new law, 
beginning construction of the Hotel Riviera in 1956.” Both the Le Parisién 
nightclub and the Casino Internacional, in the Hotel Nacional, opened for 
business on 20 January 1956.°° With officials from the government joining 
the festivities, Tampa-based crime boss Santo Trafficante Jr. inaugurated the 
Hotel Capri in 1957. Trafficante was also the owner ofthe Sans Souci nightclub 
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and maintained a financial interest in other hotels as well. In 1958, he hired 
Hollywood actor George Raft, who had appeared in a number of movies about 
mobsters, to work as a host at the Sans Souci, greeting people who came into 
the casino. Raft was no stranger to such work, having performed the same 
duties some years earlier for the Sands Hotel, in Las Vegas.°’ Lansky also had 
an interest in the construction of the Hotel Jagua on the Bay of Cienfuegos, a 
particularly lovely seafront area.” By the end of the 1950s, Lansky and other 
U.S. mafia bosses had taken control of Cuba's principal hotels and casinos.” 
At the beginning of 1958, Havana's Hotel Nacional, Sans Souci, Tropicana, 
and Hotel Riviera employed one hundred Americans, many of them from 
gangster backgrounds." 

Havana increasingly seemed to have become the Las Vegas of Latin Amer- 
ica, and the shows put on in its hotels and nightclubs featured a revolving cast 
of top international stars. Reflecting both the uneasy ad mixture of the legiti- 
mate and the illegitimate within the world of gambling and the related attempt 
by casino interests to buy respectability, the casino in the Hotel Nacional gave 
the profits realized from its grand opening to the League against Cancer.”* 
(Similarly, Martin Fox, owner of the Tropicana, and Roberto Fernandez 
Miranda, Batista’s brother-in-law, donated part of the profits from slot ma- 
chine rentals to support the program of soup kitchens [comedores populares] 
set up by Marta Fernández de Batista, Cuba's First Lady.)”* 

When asked why the presence of American gangsters was tolerated in 
Cuba, the U.S. ambassador, Earl Smith, replied candidly, “It’s strange, but it 
seems to be the only way to get honest casinos.””? In his Havana Hilton casino, 
Conrad Hilton hired an expert to spot the croupiers who were trying to cheat 
tourists, and Life magazine blandly pointed out that mafia kingpins such as 
Lansky “have recognized for some time that honesty [in the casinos] is the 
best policy"? According to Lansky's Cuban chauffeur and bodyguard, “Lan- 
sky really insisted on honesty. He used to say that a good dealer had no reason 
to be a crook,” since operators of gambling establishments always come out 
ahead.” 


IN THE WAKE OF the Second World War, Cuba's central banking system was 
reorganized. At the end of December 1948, the National Bank of Cuba, the 
country's central bank, was founded. The state controlled just over 50 percent 
of the bank's shares, while private banks controlled the remainder. Cuba's 
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president received authority to appoint the president of the bank's board of 
directors, which also included the president of the country's Bank of Agri- 
cultural Credit, the director of the country's Currency Stabilization Fund, 
a representative of Cuba's private banks, and an individual from the foreign 
banking community in Cuba. Regulating credit numbered among the na- 
tional bank's functions." 

Following the broader Latin American pattern in this period, Cuba also es- 
tablished a government-run bank to promote development, the Cuban Bank 
for Agricultural and Industrial Development (BANFAIC), which began opera- 
tions in 1951? In addition to promoting agriculture and industry, the BANFAIC 
encouraged the development of tourism, hydroelectric power, transportation, 
and mining projects? The bank also tried to mitigate cyclical disruptions 
in the national economy by financing public works projects.” Batista’s gov- 
ernment maintained a high level of state spending by borrowing from the 
national bank and then issuing bonds to finance its budget deficits?" 

Yet another state-run development bank, the Bank for Economic and 
Social Development (BANDES), was established in 1954 and began operating 
the following year. The purpose of this bank, whose sole shareholder was the 
Cuban government, was "to facilitate short-, medium-, and long-term credit 
transactions to carry out a policy of economic and social development"? 
BANDES financed up to 50 percent of the capital required by foreign as well 
as Cuban investors in the construction of new hotels. As part of this policy, 
investors also received five-year exemptions from Cuban taxes.** The bank 
made loans amounting to almost $450 million for infrastructure projects and 
for projects within the agricultural, industrial, and service sectors. Of this 
total, $55 million went to help build up the hotel industry? 

Meyer Lansky's Hotel Riviera was a prominent beneficiary of the BANDES 
program, with its investors receiving a $5.5 million loan, half of the hotel's 
estimated cost. The corporation that managed the hotel's construction was 
formed in February 1956. Eduardo Suárez Rivas, onetime president of the 
Cuban Senate and a friend of Lucky Luciano, sat on its board of directors and 
served as the corporation's secretary.*” Another hotel built at the end of the 
19508, the Havana Hilton, had construction costs of $24 million. The building 
was owned by the Caja de Retiro del Sindicato Gastronómico (Food Workers 
Union Pension Fund), which had financed a major part of the investment 
portfolio. BANDES and BANFAIC also made significant loans for the Hilton's 
construction.” 

Cuban writer Enrique Cirules contends that BANDES was “one of the insti- 
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tutions established by Batista to legalize the business dealings ofthe mafia" as 
well as to support other U.S. business ventures in the public service and min- 
ing sectors. Moreover, Cirules categorizes tourist companies as "fronts" to 
launder money from drug trafficking.** However, BANDES supported multiple 
Cuban and foreign investment projects, not just those involving Lansky and 
his ilk. In addition, although Cuba's drug business was significant, it was very 
small relative to the revenues generated by casinos, which, although distaste- 
ful to some observers, were entirely legal ventures. Furthermore, casinos were 
highly profitable. For example, between December 1957 and November 1958, 
and despite the difficult political situation and the fact that the establishment 
had just opened, the casino at the Hotel Riviera declared a net profit of four 
hundred thousand dollars? During the 1950s, according to Louis A. Pérez, 
gambling revenue from Havana's casinos surpassed five hundred thousand 
dollars per month.?? 

The high-end tourist business was so profitable that even as the country 
was engulfed in civil war and Batista's fall neared, BANDES maintained a back- 
log of requests for loans to finance the construction of new luxury hotels. One 
corporation proposed construction of the 656-room Hotel Monte Carlo, in 
Barlovento, twenty minutes west of Havana. The corporation included both 
Cuban shareholders drawn from the sugar industry and Americans repre- 
senting show business, Las Vegas and Miami hotels, the construction indus- 
try, and the political world.” Another entity that explored the possibility of 
securing a loan from BANDES was the Antillean Hotel Corporation, which 
represented “a group of North American investors with great experience in 
the hotel construction business in Miami [and in] the southwestern region of 
the United States.” This group proposed a 600-room luxury hotel in the El 
Vedado district, the heart of Havana’s hotel and casino complex.” 

Despite the influence exerted by the United States, then, the culture of 
gambling in Cuba and the development of the physical infrastructure that 
supported it were a Cuban phenomenon, the fruit of a historical process inter- 
nal to the country’s society and economy. The Cuban government recruited 
men whom U.S. officials saw as crime barons to invest in and run businesses 
on the island. Even after Fidel Castro seized power, he initially found himself 
with no alternative but to allow these Americans to continue running Cuba’s 
hotels and casinos to maintain the flow of tourist dollars that Cuba’s economy 
required. 
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The Andean Connection 


he 1940s and 1950s saw the furtherance of trade in illegal drugs within a 

triangle connecting the Andean countries, Cuba, and the United States. 

Both Cuban drug traffickers and their Andean counterparts, a large ma- 

jority of them foreign-born immigrants, were very opportunistic, time 

and again demonstrating the ability to adapt to changing circumstances 
and to contest and deflect U.S. pressure against drug trafficking. 


THE EMERGENCE of the Andean countries — in particular, Peru—on the 
hemispheric drug trafficking scene was related in a circuitous way to eco- 
nomic and political developments in the Far East. The first link in the chain 
appeared in 1878, when the Dutch introduced coca plants to their Javanese 
colony. From that point on, shored up by support from the Koloniale Bank 
of Amsterdam, coca leaf production on the island steadily expanded, and in 
1920 Java exported seventeen hundred tons of coca.’ When the Japanese oc- 
cupation of British and Dutch colonies cut off the Asian coca supply during 
the Second World War, the demand for Peruvian coca increased significantly. 
With the end of the war and the reopening of the Asian supply lines to the 
West, the need for legal importation of Peruvian coca shrank to prewar levels, 
but the market dynamics had fundamentally changed, and Peru remained 
the principal source of cocaine in the Western Hemisphere.” One barom- 
eter marking this change involved the number of confiscations made in the 
United States of the illegal drug. In 1945, the U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcot- 
ics (FBN) seized 702 grams of cocaine originating in Peru and shipped from 
either Peruvian or Chilean ports; four years later, that number had jumped 
to more than 13.5 kilos? The activities of sailors served as another indicator of 
the change. During the war, sailors traveling between the United States and 
South America focused on smuggling U.S.-produced items that had become 


scarce elsewhere; immediately after the war, however, they shifted their focus 
to transporting drugs. 

Some of the traffickers in Peruvian drugs were Cuban, while others were 
Peruvian and still others were of different nationalities? When shipped by 
sea, Peruvian cocaine passed through Panama and was off-loaded in Cuba, 
where some was retained for local use and the rest packaged for reexport to 
the United States? 

Taking advantage of the pro-U.S. orientation of Peru's military govern- 
ment, FBN director Harry J. Anslinger worked through the Peruvian ambas- 
sador in Washington to persuade his country's leaders to close Peru's legal co- 
caine factories.’ In addition, the volume of Peru’s illegal drug traffic dropped 
as a consequence of the prosecution of several important traffickers, includ- 
ing Eduardo Balarezo, a Peruvian former sailor born in 1900 and living on 
New York's Long Island.* Balarezo headed a group of traffickers, composed 
primarily of Peruvians and Chileans, who carried the drug on commercial 
flights or while working as sailors on ships run by the Grace Line? Accord- 
ing to the supervisor of the rBN's New York district office, "It is a sure thing 
that any Grace Line ship which docked in El Callao, Peru, between the years 
1947 and 1949, carried contraband cocaine to Charleston, South Carolina, 
New York, and other American ports.”” During that time, Balarezo's gang 
smuggled an estimated one hundred kilos of cocaine into the United States." 
In 1950, U.S. courts convicted Balarezo and six of his associates on drug traf- 
ficking charges, and he was sentenced to five years in federal prison.” The 
publicity generated by the case was such that both the secretary of the Peru- 
vian embassy in Washington and a representative of the Peruvian police sat 
in on the trial of Balarezo and his comrades in New York.? Between 1950 and 
1951, Peruvian authorities also arrested dozens of persons processing cocaine, 
including a number of chemists and others who had for years been legally 
manufacturing the drug. 

When Balarezo was arrested in New York in 1949, authorities also rounded 
up more than a dozen others, including several Cubans." In this period, prior 
to the Cuban influx to South Florida in the wake of the 1959 revolution, 40 
percent of Cubans living in the United States resided in the New York area.'* 
La vida real, Miguel Barnet's novel about a Cuban immigrant to New York 
in the mid-twentieth century, alludes to the involvement of members of the 
citys Cuban community in drug trafficking." 

A September 1950 article in the Cuban magazine Bohemia referred to the 
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Cuba-Peru-U.S. drug triangle, describing locations in New York where drugs 
could be obtained and used and how both Cubans and Puerto Ricans distrib- 
uted cocaine through a "complicated scheme that connected Lima, Havana, 
and New York.”** This criminal operation was headed by Abelardo Martínez 
Rodríguez del Rey and Octavio Jordan, nicknamed El Teniente and El Cu- 
bano Loco, respectively, and imported drugs to Cuba from Peru. From there, 
they were smuggled into the United States through New York and Miami.” 
In 1952, El Teniente and another trafficker were arrested in Peru.?? 

Despite U.S. efforts to clamp down on the drug trade, the smuggling of 
cocaine from Peru to its distribution platforms in Cuba and Mexico persisted 
during the 1950s.”’ The traffickers’ ingenuity and determination was evident 
when a secret laboratory set up for the production of cocaine was discovered 
inside a Lima jail in 19577? According to a Cuban diplomatic envoy in Lima, 
“One reason the cocaine traffickers are tolerated [in Peru] lies in the huge 
profits they are making right now."? Nevertheless, the United Nations de- 
clared the same year “that the trafficking of illegal drugs from Peru has ceased 
to be an international problem.”?* 

As government efforts in both North and South America gradually sup- 
pressed Peruvian drug trafficking, the volume of cocaine smuggled out of Bo- 
livia picked up considerably.” In 1955, for example, U.S. officials confiscated 
5.5 kilos of cocaine, with the bulk of the seizures taking place in New York and 
involving drugs from Bolivia.”° 

At the outset of the twentieth century, cocaine used in Bolivia for medical 
purposes had been imported from Germany, Belgium, and France." Although 
Bolivian landowners legally grew coca leaf, the plant was not processed into 
cocaine there, a distinction the government stressed in resisting both League 
of Nations and United Nations campaigns to eradicate the cultivation of coca 
leaf?? With the suppression of trafficking of Peruvian cocaine, however, Bo- 
livian suppliers took up at least part of the slack, and authorities discovered 
quantities of Bolivian cocaine ready for shipment not just to North America 
but also to Argentina.” 

Because Bolivia lacked basic antinarcotics laws, drug enforcement agents 
faced particular challenges there. In October 1951, for example, a gang, several 
of whose members were of Syrian-Lebanese origin, was discovered operat- 
ing a laboratory on the outskirts of La Paz?? Even though authorities soon 
discovered another laboratory in Cochabamba run by the same gang, all of 
those apprehended during the first raid were set free for the simple reason 
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that Bolivian law imposed no penalty for processing cocaine?! At the end 
of February 1953, officials in Cochabamba found another cocaine-producing 
laboratory apparently run by the same gang.” 

In April 1955, Rodríguez Martínez del Rey sent an associate, Manuel Mén- 
dez Marfa (known as Manolín), to La Paz to pay a trafficker, Rames Harb, 
ten thousand dollars for a shipment of drugs.** Harb maintained processing 
laboratories in La Paz and in Rurrenabaque, a settlement on the Beni River 
north of the Bolivian capital. Harb, who also trafficked in Chile, operated 
under the protection of a high-level Bolivian police official, Freddy Henrich, 
who in turn frequently traveled to the northern Chilean port city of Arica to 
deliver cocaine? In May 1955, Méndez Marfa and another Cuban, Miguel 
Angel González, were arrested in New York while in possession of 3.5 kilos of 
cocaine? The FBN followed the drugs’ trail back to El Teniente by watching 
the movements of his lover, a Spanish dancer from Barcelona whom he used 
as his courier? 

Méndez Marfa and two other men were arrested in Havana in May 1954 
while in possession of a large amount of cocaine?" Another Cuban, Jorge 
Juan Lemes García, was arrested in Bolivia in 1954 in possession of a batch of 
cocaine ready to be shipped to Havana. On previous occasions, Lemes García 
had sent cocaine to an associate in the Cuban capital, who apparently re- 
shipped the drugs to the United States?? Another Bolivian trafficker, Mario 
Spechar, also sold drugs to Cuban traffickers, and in February 1956, officials 
raided another Bolivian processing laboratory whose chemist was Chilean.” 

The third node on the triangle, the United States, continued to figure 
prominently. An American father and son, Charles Tourine Sr. and Charles 
Tourine Jr., and an Argentine, Carmen Di Marco, transported cocaine from 
Bolivia to New York via Havana, where they apparently had connections with 
El Teniente's brother, Jorge Martínez Rodríguez del Rey, known as El Ba- 
cardí^? Blanca Ibáñez Sánchez, another of the principal Bolivian suppliers 
of the cocaine that found its way through Havana to New York, maintained 
laboratories on the outskirts of La Paz as well as in Cochabamba and Santa 
Cruz ' In 1958, according to the Bolivian Department of the Interior, ship- 
ments of cocaine from Bolivia to Cuba reached the level of thirty kilos per 
month, much of it reexported to the United States.*” 

Chilean engagement in illegal drug operations predated the country's in- 
volvement in Bolivian-based cocaine trafficking. During the 1920s, the port 
of Valparaíso served as an important center for the sale of opium, whose prin- 
cipal buyers included American sailors.“ In 1938, the Santiago newspaper La 
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Hora published a series of articles and editorials on the subject of drug traf- 
ficking, calling on the authorities to act swiftly to counter the problem. The 
newspaper also noted that Valparaíso was home to 150 traffickers, "known 
to one and all,” who freely mixed the use of cocaine with prostitution and 
other allures of cabaret night life. In both Santiago and Valparaíso, La Hora 
reported, “hundreds of businesses . . . cafeterias, hotels renting rooms by the 
hour, restaurants and bars" supposedly were "used as places of distribution by 
the traffickers.”** Drug use also penetrated further into the country: in 1942, 
officials discovered a brothel in Antofagasta where U.S. sailors were obtaining 
cocaine and marijuana. The proprietor of the establishment had previously 
been deported from Bolivia on drug trafficking charges.* In the northern 
Chilean port of Tocopilla, too, sailors regularly used marijuana while visit- 
ing the town’s brothels.** American diplomatic personnel stationed in Chile 
also reported the case of a Chinese shopkeeper found to be selling opium in 
his Valparaíso store as well as the discovery of an opium den in Santiago and 
subsequent arrest of eleven Chinese men.” The multinational character of 
the drug problem again became apparent in January 1951, when Chilean of- 
ficials broke up a gang of cocaine traffickers that included people from Chile, 
Argentina, and Bolivia.* Chile also served as a point of transshipment for 
drugs on their way to Argentina, Panama, Cuba, and the United States.” 
Chile's director-general of investigations, Luis Brun D'Avoglio, expressed to 
U.S. officials his concerns that his country was being used in this fashion, 
citing the cases of traffickers who funneled Bolivian cocaine through Chile 
before smuggling it into Cuba and the United States.” Some Italian diplomats 
agreed, expressing their belief that traffickers who had earlier operated out of 
Mexico had transferred their operations to Santiago.” Another route favored 
by traffickers in Chile involved transporting cocaine in boats from Arica and 
its environs to Valparaíso, from whence crewmen on Grace Line ships carried 
it to New York.” 

The flow of drugs and the diplomatic response to it impinged on broader 
relations between Chile and the United States. In the early 1940s, the FBN 
took the same approach toward Chile as toward Cuba, refusing to approve 
the export of opiates intended for medical use to pressure the country to stop 
allowing the cultivation of poppies, even for medicinal uses, and to partici- 
pate in additional international drug agreements. Furthermore, when Chile 
responded to the U.S. embargo by importing drugs from Great Britain, 
Anslinger pressured the British to put an end to the practice?? U.S. officials 
argued that Asia and Eastern Europe produced more than enough poppies 
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for legal purposes and that "the United States, whenever the opportunity 
presents itself, has discouraged such production in this hemisphere."?^ The 
United States and Chile remained at a standoff for several months until the 
Chilean government, backed into a corner, used the liquidation of the Chil- 
ean pharmaceutical company that had grown and legally processed poppies 
as cover for a ban on the issuance of new licenses for such activity." In the 
face of pressure from Chilean pharmacists, however, the government quickly 
revoked the new decree. The U.S. government, whose mouthpiece on the issue 
was Anslinger, retaliated harshly: “All requests for exports to Chile are to be 
rejected and all those still pending are cancelled.”** The Chilean government 
yielded, and the embargo was lifted? 

In 1946, the same year as the U.S.- Chilean impasse, the United States also 
pressured Argentina to end both poppy cultivation and the production of opi- 
ates. American officials blocked the issuance of a permit Argentina needed 
to bring a shipment of five hundred kilos of opium paste from Afghanistan 
to Argentina, arguing that Argentine medical and scientific needs could be 
satisfied by opiates from the United States and Europe?? Although American 
diplomatic personnel in Buenos Aires expressed reservations about pressuring 
the Argentine government in light of the tense relations between the United 
States and President Juan Domingo Perón and questioned “whether the United 
States government possessed the authority to exercise police powers,” the State 
Department remained adamant.?? Perón, however, was equally determined; 
he ignored the pressures, allowing two factories licensed to produce opiates 
to continue doing so and authorizing the ministry of agriculture to distribute 
free poppy seeds to the country's farmers in hopes of making the country self- 
sufficient in this regard ^? 

Ecuador was also part of the network of opium trafficking that fed into 
Cuba and the United States. Two of its provinces, Riobamba and Imbabura, 
contained poppy-growing fields. One of the country's principal drug traffick- 
ers was Joffre Torbay, a chemist based in the coastal city of Guayaquil. Torbay 
was associated with Oscar Méndez, a Cuban who worked for El Teniente on 
the island. Quito also served as an important site of both drug processing 
and trafficking. Physician Enrique Alarcón was the city's principal drug traf- 
ficker; he also sold arms to politicians from Colombia's Liberal Party, who 
were embroiled in a bloody power struggle with their Conservative counter- 
parts during the 1950s. Two other Colombians, Carlos Rodríguez Téllez, a for- 
mer member of the country's military, and Guillermo Cadena, bought large 
quantities of opium paste in Ecuador for processing in Colombia.” Guillermo 
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Lozano, a Colombian who purported to be a lawyer and political exile, also 
smuggled drugs between Ecuador and Colombia, as did many others, alleg- 
edly including a retired captain in the Colombian army.” Still another person 
within this segment of the Andean connection was the Cuban Jesus Moms, 
alias Orejitas. Like so many others, Moms was associated with El Teniente and 
traveled between Ecuador and Cuba to deliver cocaine? In 1953, FBN agent 
George H. White, who had been a lieutenant colonel in the c1a’s predecessor 
agency, the Office of Strategic Services, collaborated with the Ecuadorian po- 
lice by going undercover to pass as a drug buyer. The sting operation, carried 
out in Quito, resulted in the capture of seven individuals and the confiscation 
of drugs valued at half a million dollars.°* 

The attempt to puncture drug operations in the north-central Andean 
countries revealed the extent of their interconnections. According to the FBN, 
Luis Martínez Swett, a leader of the Guayaquil police force, had a background 
in narcotics dealing, and his former wife was married to a Peruvian trafficker. 
In 1955, two traffickers were captured in Peru; the two men sold drugs to three 
Ecuadorians. Another Guayaquileño who trafficked in cocaine, Juan Aníbal 
Pérez, had been deported from Peru as a convicted drug trafficker.” 

In the mid-1950s, the FBN sent special agent Samuel Levine to the Andean 
countries to assess the drug situation. Levine summed up for his superiors 
what he encountered in Ecuador: “The authorities show little concern for ap- 
plying the laws. . . . Insofar as drugs are concerned, the situation is very bad, 
and, as time passes, gets much worse. There seems to be no desire on the part 
of responsible authorities to enforce laws in order to get the job done. Whether 
this is the result of their being personally implicated, or of their own fear of 
stepping on the toes of those who are well connected, is not clear.”** Levine's 
pessimism would have been greater still had he incorporated into his analysis 
the development of the French Connection, another drug trafficking triangle, 
this one involving heroin, that linked the United States and Cuba with drug 
traffickers in the Mediterranean basin. 
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Contacts in France 


! ven before Cuba became a focal point on the international drug scene, 
the Mediterranean port of Marseille had been a center for narcotics pro- 
cessing and trafficking. Marseille was part of a chain of production that 
started in Asia: poppies cultivated and processed into opium paste in 
that part of the world made their way to French laboratories for con- 

version into heroin. Before reaching its eventual markets, the illegal heroin 
had first to be shipped through different transit points, and Cuba became a 
principal conduit through which the drug was smuggled to distributors in 
the United States. 


IN JULY 1930, Reginald Lee, vice consul of the British legation in Marseille, 
vanished under mysterious circumstances. Lee, who cultivated sleuthing as 
a hobby, had been on the track of drug trafficking gangs during previous 
consular postings in both Havana and Savannah, Georgia. Shortly before his 
disappearance, Lee's detective work had led him to discover that a British ship 
docked in Marseille was concealing a shipment of morphine and heroin, so 
police surmised that he had been assassinated by members of the Marseille 
underworld.’ Authorities in Marseille periodically confiscated great quanti- 
ties of opium, cocaine, and heroin, giving the city a reputation as a perennial 
haunt of criminals and outcasts. One U.S. journalist described the port as “in- 
habited by the French, Italians, Greeks, Poles, and Algerians . . . and the riff- 
raff of every nation on the globe." Moreover, drugs found *a ready market and 
eager buyers among the flotsam and jetsam who make up the population"? 
The size and sophistication of the Marseille drug trade was cast in high 
relief in November 1933, when police investigators confiscated 2,000 kilo- 
grams of opium in a nearby town.’ In March 1939, authorities found another 
laboratory operating in Marseille and seized 750 kilos of opium and 2 kilos of 


TABLE 9.1. Persons Arrested for Possession of Drugs in France, 1936-1939 


Paris Marseille Other Cities Total 
1936 263 30 44 337 
1937 327 40 23 390 
1938 384 28 20 432 
1939 528 56 47 631 


Source: League of Nations, "Ihe Drug Situation and the Control of Narcotic Drugs in 
France,” O.C. Special 9, Geneva, 6 June 1944, Record Group 170, Records of the Drug 
Enforcement Administration, U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, 
College Park, Md., 74-12, Box 24. 


TABLE 9.2. Drugs Confiscated in France, 1936-1939 (in Kilograms) 


Opium Morphine Heroine Cocaine Hashish 
1936 195 3 15 10 6 
1937 52 2 9 3 0.2 
1938 103 0.4 101 3 3.6 
1939 864 0.8 19.5 1.5 7 


Source: League of Nations, "Ihe Drug Situation and the Control of Narcotic Drugs in 
France,” O.C. Special 9, Geneva, 6 June 1944, Record Group 170, Records of the Drug 
Enforcement Administration, U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, 
College Park, Md., 74-12, Box 24. 


heroin. Drugs processed at the lab went primarily to the United States, either 
via Marseille or via the northern port of Le Havre, although some remained 
in France.* League of Nations statistics demonstrate France's central role in 
the illegal drug business during the 1930s (tables 9.1 and 9.2). 

Although Cuba had not yet emerged as a major transshipment center, some 
markers of its future status already existed. At the beginning of the 1930s, 
for example, a Paris-based trafficker who manufactured heroin in his own 
laboratory with raw material from Marseille paid several visits to Cuba, the 
United States, and Canada. He traveled across the Atlantic with a Peruvian 
diplomat who took advantage of his privileged position to traffic in heroin? 
After the Second World War, Cuba became a much more important gate- 
way for heroin smuggling. The war almost completely cut off the Western 
Hemisphere's supply of heroin and opium from Europe and the Far East, 
and Cuban and Mexican traffickers moved in to fill the vacuum? When the 
flow of heroin from Europe resumed after the end of hostilities, Italians and 
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later Corsicans got into the business. Laboratories in Milan and Genoa pro- 
duced the drug legally but then diverted it to illegal markets. When Italian 
authorities, assisted by agents of the U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), 
intervened, the processors moved their operations to Marseille" 

Marseille served as a center for the processing and smuggling of various 
opium derivatives. In addition to being a major Mediterranean port, favored 
by its relative proximity to the Atlantic Ocean and by its strategic position in 
the geographic center of trade and communication lines connecting Europe, 
the Middle East, Africa, and the Americas, Marseille was a cosmopolitan city, 
visited regularly by ships and sailors from every continent. Not coincidentally, 
the city also served as a site for the smuggling of a wide range of products 
and goods. The city's criminal organizations were dominated by people of 
Corsican origin? Marseille's vibrant cosmopolitanism was reflected in its rich 
mosaic of nationalities. Out ofa total population of approximately 700,000 at 
the end ofthe 1930s, the city hosted 125,000 Italians, 20,000 Spaniards, 15,000 
Armenians, 10,000 Middle Easterners, 5,000 Greeks, 5,000 Russians, and 
60,000 Corsicans.” The city had an image, in part as a result of the efforts of 
the North American press, as the world capital of *dope, whores, and street 
violence." Seeking a pithy label that would express the interplay between 
Marseille’s rough-and-tumble political life and its gangsters, the Parisian press 
started referring to the city as “Marseille-Chicago.”™ 

Since the 1920s, politicians had used local gangsters as electoral enforcers 
who used violence to compel cooperation. Marseille’s politics thus combined 
violence with fraud and clientelism, a system of political organization and ful- 
fillment that had deep roots in Corsica." For example, Simon Sabiani, a key 
political figure in Marseille and a native of Corsica, employed Paul Venture 
(alias Paul Carbone) and Frangois L. Spirito as electoral enforcers. Carbone 
had begun his criminal career trafficking in opium from the Middle East. 
Protected by Sabiani, Carbone also organized prostitution rings in Argen- 
tina, Spain, and Egypt." For his part, after his conviction on drug trafficking 
charges in New York, Spirito returned to Marseille and worked in a gang 
headed by Joseph Orsini, another Corsican who had also served time in New 
York for drug trafficking.'^ For years, various groups called on Corsicans in- 
side the criminal underworld to help advance specific political agendas. Cor- 
sicans lent support to the French fascists, for example, and were recruited by 
the Gestapo to counter communist intrigues. Immediately after the Second 
World War, the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency paid Corsicans to break up 
communist-organized strikes.'? 
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Marseille also served as a hub for human trafficking, enjoying a dubious 
reputation as the center of the South American white slave trade.'* Marseille 
attracted Jewish refugees seeking a bridge to Palestine and Italian immigrants 
entering France illegally. The long list of other sorts of smuggling that flour- 
ished in the city included arms, drugs, and foodstufts.'” The city's criminal 
gangs were also involved in smuggling American cigarettes between Mar- 
seille, Tangiers, and Naples and in the production of counterfeit dollars. 
Chinese sailors and members of the Marseille’s Vietnamese and Chinese 
communities participated in the opium trade, Middle Eastern businessmen 
sold hashish, while the French (either native or of Corsican origin) and Ital- 
ians dominated heroin trafficking. Near the end of the 1940s, the city's police 
noted that the French Riviera, including Marseille, had roughly two hundred 
thousand drug users.”° 

An indifferent if not negligent bureaucratic and judicial system threw up 
additional obstacles to suppressing the rampant local drug business. The Mar- 
seille police, for example, complained about not being given the resources 
they needed to combat the broad span of smuggling.” Charles Siragusa, the 
FBN's man in Marseille, pointed out that although French law recommended 
a maximum jail sentence of two years for large-scale traffickers, judges for 
the most part handed down “ridiculous” sentences of between one and six 
months and systematically ignored directives from Paris to increase their se- 
verity: “Marseille persistently ignores everyone. .. . The excellent efforts of 
the French Police in executing [the law] are cancelled out by the Marseille 
courts."?? The penalties Marseille's judges imposed for drug trafficking were 
lighter than those imposed for smuggling cigarettes, leading a U.S. journalist 
to explain to his readers, “The cigarette running evades the high French tax 
and causes immediate harm to the French economy. Drug smuggling does 
little or no damage to France economically"? Nearly two decades later, U.S. 
officials continued to complain that French president Charles de Gaulle dis- 
played an "evident insensitivity to narcotics problems and . . . distaste for 
cooperation with the United States.”?* 

Marseille was part of a drug network that included a wide circle of coun- 
tries in Europe, the Middle East, and along the Mediterranean. For example, a 
large portion ofthe opiates originating in Turkey entered Marseille via Beirut, 
another wealthy, cosmopolitan city and a commercial center since antiquity 
with the creature comforts and high life to cater to bons vivants? By the 
mid-twentieth century, Lebanon had become a major financial and commer- 
cial center, with its ports serving as gateways through which imported goods 
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reached not only the local market but also Syria and from which Middle East- 
ern petroleum was exported to other parts of the world.”° 

Lebanese drug traffickers bought the opium base, processed from Turkish 
poppies, in Aleppo, Syria, and sold it to Corsicans.”” Turkey complicated the 
drug picture, because the country was burdened with local users addicted to 
hashish, opium, and/or heroin.”* Turkey as well as Iran also exported opium 
in its crude form to France.” In addition, French traffickers had imported 
crude opium from Yugoslavia since the 1930s.”” 

According to both French diplomatic personnel and FBN agents, Lebanon's 
drug business involved not only opium but other narcotic drugs such as hash- 
ish and reached into the highest levels of the government?' Since Lebanon 
imposed only very low fines on people convicted of growing marijuana, a sub- 
stantial segment of the population did so. Even the president of the national 
congress, the richest landowner in the Bekaa Valley, cultivated marijuana on 
some of his land. According to Farid Shehab, director of the country's crimi- 
nal investigation department, other Lebanese politician-landowners were 
also involved in the production of marijuana. Moreover, some officials from 
the southern part of the country facilitated the export of hashish from the 
ports of Tyre and Sidon to the Egyptian city of Alexandria. Egypt, where the 
drug had been used for decades, served as the principal market for Lebanese- 
produced hashish?? Greece, too, produced hashish.?? 

Denizens of Beirut smoked hashish openly in public, and users apparently 
bore no social stigma. U.S. sailors on shore leave in Beirut used hashish, as 
did the American employees of Beirut-based oil companies, who also took 
cocaine when frequenting the city's brothels.** The cocaine sold in Beirut and 
in the vacation resorts nestled in Lebanon's mountains either was stolen from 
medical inventories in Europe or was purchased by Lebanese gangsters from 
their Bolivian, Peruvian, and Cuban associates.” 

France’s northern port city of Le Havre served not only as an embarkation 
site for narcotics but also as one of the principal centers for the smuggling of 
American cigarettes, a much sought-after commodity in Europe during the 
early postwar years.** Before the outbreak of war, Le Havre had been the port 
where American sailors collected drugs to transport to New York on ships 
sailing under the U.S. flag.” After the war, however, drugs moving from Eu- 
rope to the United States, whether leaving from Le Havre or from Marseille, 
were carried by sailors working on French and British as well as North Ameri- 
can ships.** 

In the initial postwar years, authorities at U.S. and Canadian ports con- 
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fiscated a number of large shipments of heroin that had originated in France. 
Two 1947 seizures in New York netted 14.5 kilos — more than all of France's 
legal stock of heroin, with a street value of nearly $1.3 million — from a French 
vessel, the Saint Tropez, and nearly 3 kilos from a North American ship.” In 
January 1949, 18 kilos of Iranian opium were found hidden on a French ship, 
Bastia, that had docked in New York; later that month, 3.5 kilos of opium were 
discovered on a North American ship, Excalibur, when it arrived in the port 
of Jersey City after departing from Marseille.*° 

The significant confiscations continued during the next decade. In October 
1953, authorities found 5 kilos of heroin on the French ship Flandre; during 
the Atlantic crossing, the drugs had been stored in two of the vessel's fire ex- 
tinguishers. This seizure resulted from a six-month investigation, coordinated 
jointly by the FBN and France's criminal investigation bureau, and was accom- 
panied by the arrest of two members of a Marseille gang that had organized 
the operation and used couriers from Le Havre and New York to transport 
the drugs from Europe to the United States.* Two years later, several confis- 
cations of heroin transported on French ships occurred. New York authorities 
found 13.5 kilos, while Montreal officials netted 14 kilos and Brooklyn officials 
discovered nearly 10.*7 In July 1957, in Port Everglades, a distribution hub lo- 
cated next to Fort Lauderdale, Florida, north of Miami, antinarcotics agents 
arrested two crew members from a French ship that had come from Marseille 
who were in possession of more than 4 kilos of heroin.** U.S. authorities sus- 
pected that these drugs coming from France originated not only in illegal, 
clandestine laboratories but also in the country's legal medical laboratories, 
which in 1959, for example, produced seventeen times more morphine than 
international standards indicated that the country required.** 

During the 1950s, the quantity of heroin brought into the United States by 
Corsicans also shot up significantly.“ As U.S. officials instituted tight controls 
on the country's East Coast and increased the number of confiscations, traf- 
fickers began to look for new routes to bring drugs to North America. Latin 
America as a whole and Cuba in particular seemed promising.** 


IN THE MID-19508, the FBN took steps to alert Cuban authorities to the 
presence of Corsican drug traffickers in their country.” One of these traffick- 
ers was Paul Damien Mondolini. In August 1949, Mondolini and others had 
robbed the Aga Khan's wife at gunpoint on the French Riviera, taking her 
jewelry, a high-profile crime for which he was sentenced in absentia in 1953 
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in Marseille. Mondolini pursued his renegade adventures on at least three 
continents, and by the mid-1950s, he headed a France-based group of traf- 
fickers that imported drugs into the United States through Canada, Mexico, 
and Cuba‘? In December 1956, authorities in Havana arrested Mondolini, 
and he was extradited to Paris in February 1957.* The Corsican fought his 
deportation through every means he could muster, reportedly including hav- 
ing the minister of the interior intercede on his behalf, bribing officials, and 
marrying a Cuban. The French ambassador, however, pressed strongly for 
Mondolini's extradition, and Colonel Orlando Piedra, chief of the Bureau of 
Investigations and director of the Cuban secret police, personally conveyed 
the deportation decree to President Fulgencio Batista. Back on French soil, 
Mondolini received a two-year prison sentence for armed robbery but spent 
only five months behind bars.^? 

Another trafficker who worked the Cuba-U.S. drug pipeline during this 
period, Ansan Albert Bistoni, had previously worked as a sailor for the Mes- 
sageries Maritimes shipping company in the Far East. In March 1953, he was 
arrested in France while in possession of 4 kilos of heroin hidden in a double- 
bottomed suitcase. Bistoni confessed under interrogation that he had already 
sent 6 kilos to the United States in a similar suitcase. A short while later, he 
turned up in Havana, where he had interests in several nightclubs and from 
whence he sent heroin to North America. Bistoni was arrested in Havana in 
October 1956 and shortly thereafter was deported to France.” 

The roster of French and Corsican drug traffickers operating in Cuba also 
included Jean Baptiste Croce, a native of Bastia, Corsica. Like Bistoni, Croce 
had been employed as a sailor by the Messageries Maritimes company. The 
owner of two Havana nightclubs, Croce had connections to both Bistoni and 
Mondolini.” Antinarcotics agents followed Croce's and Bistoni’s movements 
beginning in June 1956, when the two men traveled from Montreal to Ha- 
vana.” Interpol’s efforts led to Croce's and Bistoni’s capture in Havana, and 
their confessions enabled the Cuban authorities to seize Mondolini as well. 
Like Bistoni, Croce was expelled from Cuba, in large measure because of pres- 
sure brought by French officials, who in turn were responding to pressure 
from the U.S. government.** 

Canada also figured in the geography of drug trafficking between Europe, 
the United States, and Cuba. The kingpin of illicit trafficking in Canada was 
Lucien Rivard, a French Canadian who lived in Montreal. Rivard, who sup- 
plied drugs to addicts in Montreal and Vancouver and dealt illegally in Ca- 
nadian gold that he transferred to the black market in France, allied himself 
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with Mondolini, Bistoni, and Croce to smuggle drugs into the United States 
through Mexico and Cuba. Together with Mondolini and a third gangster, 
Norman Rothman, Rivard owned El Morocco, a nightclub in the prosperous 
Cuban interior city of Camagüey. William "Butch" Munroe acted as a courier 
for Rivard, frequently traveling between Montreal and both Camagüey and 
Havana.” Rivard also had a financial interest in the casino at Havana's Hotel 
Plaza, which opened in November 1958. 

Various other criminals took part in drug-running operations that used 
Cuba as a point of transshipment. Dominique Albertini, a Corsican who 
lived in Marseille and whom the FBN considered France's principal operator 
of heroin laboratories, had for a quarter of a century supplied heroin to vari- 
ous gangs of traffickers.” Others who played key roles included the brothers 
Giuseppe and Vincent Cotrone, who lived in Montreal and trafficked drugs 
in Cuba; Joseph Patrizi, a native of Ogliastro, Corsica, and resident of Mar- 
seille who organized heroin shipments for Bistoni and Croce; Lucien Gabriel 
Graziani, a Marseille native who worked as a courier for Croce, traveling 
frequently among France, North America, Cuba, and South America; and 
Antranik (André) Paroutian, a Frenchman of Armenian ancestry and Mar- 
seille resident whose contributions included obtaining morphine base in the 
Middle East and accompanying Graziani on several trips to Cuba.** 

According to the FBN, Croce and Mondolini first oversaw the production 
of heroin in the Marseille laboratories, a process that typically lasted several 
months. After accumulating between 50 and 150 kilos of the drug, they then 
traveled to Havana, where they sold the heroin to traffickers from the United 
States, Canada, and Mexico"? Rivard and Mondolini used Camagüey as their 
Cuban base because it was close to the ports of Nuevitas and Tarafa, where 
heroin could be landed. The drug was then reexported from Camagüey to 
the United States by air. Unrefined opium from India also made its way to 
Cuba's Chinese community through Nuevitas, where the drug passed for 
jute, a fibrous material used to manufacture sugar sacks?" Both Nuevitas, the 
world's leading sugar-exporting port, and Tarafa, which played a prominent 
role in Cuba's international trade, were pivotal to the well-being of the island's 
economy.” Like other places in Cuba, Camagüey had been the site of active 
drug trafficking decades before Rivard and Mondolini made their presence 
felt there.*? 

The FBN aggressively monitored the movements and activities of the drug 
traffickers operating in Cuba. In this connection, one of the bureau's agents, 
John Cusack, proposed visiting Camagüey with a fellow agent, Salvatore Viz- 
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zini? In August 1958, the two men arrived in Havana on a mission to inves- 
tigate Mondolini and his associates. Passing himself off as a drug trafficker, 
Vizzini made his way to Camagüey, accompanied by a Cuban informant, but 
was unable to locate either Mondolini or Rivard. Their nightclub, El Morocco, 
had closed, and Rivard, having lost $180,000 in the venture, had gone back 
to Havana. Vizzini spotted Rothman at the airport with an American who 
specialized in repairing slot machines. Some days later, Vizzini again tried 
and failed to find Rivard at Havana's Hotel Plaza.°* 

By the eighteenth century, the province of Camagiiey, situated between the 
middle of the island and its eastern end, had become an important center for 
smuggling^ During the nineteenth-century wars of independence, the port 
of Nuevitas, in the northern part of the province, served as an entry point for 
the delivery of large quantities of arms for the insurgent forces.** Twentieth- 
century improvements and innovations in transportation further spurred the 
province’s development as a haven for smugglers. Pan American Airways had 
maintained a landing strip along the highway to Nuevitas since 1928, and 
the adjacent airport was modernized for strategic reasons during the Sec- 
ond World War. With assistance provided by the United States, the physical 
facilities were upgraded, and two full-length runways as well as a military 
barracks were constructed.” By the end of the 1940s, Pan American used the 
Camagüey airport for connecting passengers on Cubana de Aviación flights 
to Havana and as a stopover on its Miami-Buenos Aires and Miami-Balboa 
routes, while Cubana de Aviación used the airport to streamline connections 
to the Antilles and South America? Even though the population of the mu- 
nicipal district of Camagüey scarcely exceeded 110,000, the city claimed one 
of the most important airports in the Caribbean region, served by several 
foreign carriers, including KLM.” 

With such a major air facility, then, Camagüey provided a natural passage- 
way for drug trafficking. In 1958, officials arrested a Cubana de Aviación crew 
member who resided in Camagüey after discovering that he was using his 
position to transport cocaine to New York." The same year, authorities fol- 
lowed a Puerto Rican who had bought small amounts of narcotics in Havana 
to Camagiiey, where he supposedly intended to acquire larger amounts.”* In a 
third 1958 case, a Cuban trafficker was arrested in Camagüey while holding a 
quarter ofa kilo of cocaine." Finally, also in 1958, several people, one of whom 
had a criminal past that included prostitution and running a numbers racket 
in Tampa, Florida, were investigated on suspicion of sending heroin from 
Camagüey to Tampa." In short, the city’s geographic position, economic 
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wealth, proximity to two highly important ports, and sophisticated air trans- 
port and communications infrastructure (developed with U.S. government 
assistance) helped to make the city an important Cuban drug distribution 
center. On a more general level, too, Cuba's relative prosperity and its success 
in attracting international flows of both people and goods also helped to cre- 
ate the conditions that persuaded criminal elements to use the island during 
the final years of the Batista dictatorship. 
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The Batista Dictatorship 
and Drug Trafficking 


ccording to Harry J. Anslinger, the director of the U.S. Federal Bureau of 
Narcotics (FBN), while serving as Cuba's dictator between 1952 and 1958, 
Fulgencio Batista failed to cooperate with U.S. antidrug efforts: "Our 
agents made more than fifty cases against Cuban pushers and deal- 
ers in the Batista era. The Batista government did nothing about put- 
ting these men in jail in spite of our co-operation in working with their own 
people to get the evidence.” This lack of cooperation stemmed from the cor- 
ruption that existed more generally in Cuba during this period. As Louis A. 
Pérez has trenchantly written, “Millions of dollars were distributed among 
Cuban officials high and low in the form of graft and rake-offs. Criminal ac- 
tivities expanded on all fronts, most notably drugs and prostitution, without 
the slightest interference from Cuban authorities and wholly free of any fear 
of local prosecution." 

That graft and corruption pervaded Cuba during this period is incontest- 
able. With respect to drug trafficking, however, the reality was more shaded, 
since evidence indicates both that in certain key cases, Batista's government 
collaborated in apprehending foreign criminals and in approving requests for 
their deportation and that in other cases, the laxness of the Cuban judiciary 
allowed drug traffickers to escape punishment. 

Although Batista's detractors accused him of corruption and of governing 
dictatorially, they never charged that he was linked to drug trafficking. Fidel 
Castro did not include such an allegation in the manifesto he issued prior to 
his July 1953 assault on the Moncada Barracks in Santiago? Orthodox Party 
leader Eduardo Chibás lodged a slew of other charges against Batista, how- 
ever: "What I accuse General Batista of is having stolen, during his period 
of government, many millions of pesos from funds for hospital medicines, 


local road projects, school breakfast programs, military pensions, etc., etc.”* 


El Acusador, a news sheet published in 1952 by Castro and other younger Or- 
thodox Party members, alleged that "all of [Batista's] fortune has been made 
underhandedly.”* Castro's charges of corruption against various Cuban lead- 
ers went back to his years as a political militant while a university student, and 
he assailed Ramón Grau San Martín's and Carlos Prío Socarrás's administra- 
tions in the same terms he later used against Batista. Thus, Castro logically 
chose to follow Chibás when he established his own political party? 

As various studies have shown, Batista clearly used his power shamelessly 
to enrich himself. By 1958, his press secretary estimated his personal fortune at 
$300 million, the bulk of it invested in Switzerland, Mexico, Florida, and New 
York.’ He also had numerous investments on the island, including ownership 
of businesses, land, media outlets, and tourist properties? Cuba's revolution- 
ary government estimated that Batista's regime had appropriated the equiva- 
lent of $424 million in gold and U.S. currency from the country's treasury 
reserves, and only months after Castro took power, a new ministerial-level 
department, established to recover assets stolen or misappropriated from the 
government, had repossessed properties registered to Batista and his relatives 
valued at $3.5 million? 


IN PREPARATION for the sixteenth meeting of the United Nations Economic 
and Social Council (Ecosoc), to be held in Geneva beginning on 30 June 1953, 
Miguel A. Campa, Batista's minister of state, provided instructions to Cuba's 
United Nations ambassador: 


Cuba should give its support to the resolution . .. of Ecosoc, under which 
the United Nations will convoke a General Conference, charged with for- 
mulating and establishing a protocol related to limiting the production of 
opium. ... Cuba should support as many measures as are adopted to im- 
pede orlimitto the utmost the exportation of coca, whose open trade would 
bring great harm to humanity and to the people of Cuba in particular.'? 


Cuba was already complying with earlier United Nations conventions, sub- 
mitting required reports on the country's narcotic usage in a timely manner." 
In the mid-1950s, Cuba's military intelligence service set up an antinarcot- 
ics squadron that carried out several important confiscations of marijuana. In 
December 1955, furthermore, a smaller group was formed to pursue individu- 
als who were selling cocaine. The group included a major and two officers of 
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lesser rank who received direct training from an FBN agent in Havana and 
was charged with carrying out surveillance and sweeps of the city's nightclubs 
and casinos.’ 

Three years earlier, Cuba had joined the International Criminal Police Or- 
ganization (Interpol). At that time, Jorge A. de Castroverde, a dental surgeon 
in the national secret police, was named director of the newly established 
Cuban National Central Bureau, the country’s liaison with Interpol.? De Cas- 
troverde served as Cuba’s delegate to several of Interpol’s yearly international 
assemblies." At the 1958 meeting, held in London, de Castroverde insisted on 
“the need to deny the benefit of bail to high-profile traffickers or traffickers 
caught in flagrante delicto and to ratchet up the penalties."? The sentences 
imposed for drug trafficking in Cuba, while not as severe as those handed 
down in the United States, were at least in theory much stronger than those 
elsewhere around the world. In Australia and the United Kingdom, for ex- 
ample, the sentences imposed for drug trafficking were generally measured 
just in weeks, with a maximum of several months, and in many cases were 
limited to the imposition of a fine. 

In the United States, however, the 1956 Narcotic Control Act further 
strengthened the already severe penalties for drug trafficking, lengthening 
sentences over what the 1951 Boggs Act had required and forbidding defen- 
dants from receiving credit for time spent either on bail or on trial." The first- 
time sale of illegal drugs brought convicted offenders between five and twenty 
years in prison; a second offense carried a penalty of between ten and forty 
years imprisonment. Juries had the option of recommending the death pen- 
alty for anyone convicted of selling heroin to someone under age eighteen." 

Under these circumstances, U.S. mafia leaders convened a meeting in 
Apalachin, New York, at which the majority decided to disassociate them- 
selves entirely from the drug trade; those who elected to remain involved 
would henceforth operate at a relatively high level, importing heroin through 
the Sicilians and the Corsican-born French while leaving the distribution of 
the drug in New York, the country's largest drug-consuming market, to other 
groups — in particular, to blacks and Puerto Ricans.'” Nonetheless, the FBN 
declared in 1964 that in the eight years since the Apalachin meeting, no fewer 
than 206 members of the mafia had been tried and convicted on drug traf- 
ficking charges? Among the notorious crime bosses who suffered this fate 
was Vito Genovese, who was arrested with twenty-four of his associates in 
1958. Tried and convicted on the charge of importing heroin from Europe and 
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Cuba, Genovese received a sentence of fifteen years in prison, where he died of 
natural causes. Fourteen ofthose arrested with him received prison sentences 
of between five and twenty years.” 

Although Cuban courts heard 79 drug cases in 1952 and 128 the following 
year, the only prohibited substance that was confiscated, according to the 
trial summaries, was marijuana, "which is brought into the country by crews 
coming from Mexico who pass through our ports, since at no time in Cuba 


are there marijuana crops.””” 


FBN officials believed, however, that Cuba's drug 
trafficking problem was far more serious. In 1953, William Johnston, the U.S. 
Treasury Department's representative in Havana, reported that substantial 
amounts of cocaine and opiates were available in the city — more than had 
been available in previous years"? A rather dramatic police action had oc- 
curred in October 1952 when 75 pounds of marijuana were confiscated after 
being thrown in a suitcase from a Spanish ship, the Marqués de Comillas, into 
Havana Bay in front of the Hotel Nacional. Three Cubans caught trying to 
recover the suitcase were arrested, as was the gang's leader, Roberto Arce Val- 
dés, alias Papagayo. Arce had previously been charged with trafficking drugs 
between Mexico and Cuba.?* Two months later, authorities confiscated 40 
pounds of marijuana found on the eastern end of the island packed in boxes 
and ready for shipment to Havana.”* In 1953, in addition to small, routine con- 
fiscations, several major operations yielded 218 pounds of marijuana. In one 
case, the marijuana had come into Cuba from Mexico; in another, the pack- 
ages were again tossed from a Spanish ship; and in a third, a shipment that 
had come by train from Guantánamo was seized at the Havana railway sta- 
tion.” The amount of marijuana seized in large-scale confiscations declined 
to 90 pounds the following year but subsequently rebounded: between Au- 
gust and October 1955, agents confiscated hundreds of pounds of marijuana 
from the provinces of Oriente and Pinar del Río." Most attention focused 
on Oriente, however, because authorities discovered a field in which mari- 
juana was being grown, the harvest from which came to approximately 5,000 
pounds.”* Drug seizures remained high in 1956: in March, agents belonging 
to Cuban military intelligence confiscated hundreds of pounds of marijuana, 
and another four seizures between June and August yielded 117 pounds of the 
drug.” In addition, a good many small-scale sellers were also identified and 
arrested. Indeed, some months during the 1950s averaged one such arrest per 
day? Sellers and users arrested in this period had their names published in 
police reports in the daily press?' One newspaper article reported that a man 
arrested for selling marijuana and released on bail had fled to New York but 
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was recaptured and returned to Havana.” The press also included accounts 
of U.S. sailors arrested for using marijuana in Cuba.” 

Although other drugs had become much more of a problem than in ear- 
lier years, authorities continued to deal with the sale and use of opium in the 
Chinese community during the 1950s?* Most significantly, in January 1956, 
officials arrested four Indians and a Chinese man, all of them members ofthe 
crew on an English ship, and a Chinese resident of Havana who were caught 
in possession of forty pounds of opium, the largest amount of the drug con- 
fiscated in Cuba in many years.?? 

Because Cuba was an island, a high percentage ofthe drugs smuggled into 
the country arrived on ships. As in years past, ships flying under the Span- 
ish flag figured prominently in this traffic during the 1950s, especially with 
regard to cocaine and opiates. At times, sailors acted on their own in bring- 
ing in these drugs; at other times, Cuban smugglers arranged the transport. 
According to William Johnston, the amounts smuggled in ranged from a few 
grams to several kilos.** Spanish ships took a higher profile in carrying drugs 
to Cuba from Europe in part because of Italian and French authorities' efforts 
to suppress the export of drugs.” 

Drugs also came into Cuba from the Middle East, smuggled in by Cubans of 
Middle Eastern ancestry. José Flaifel Moubarak, known as Pepe el Cubano, was 
arrested in April 1954 in Beirut while holding thirteen kilos of opium. Follow- 
ing the familiar pattern, he paid a fine and soon was released from jail. Flaifel 
Moubarak then left Lebanon but not the drug trade, shifting his efforts to traf- 
ficking cocaine from Bolivia and Peru. Flaifel Moubarak apparently followed 
his father into the family business. At the time, Nicolás Flaifel Yapur, a Leba- 
nese immigrant who had settled in Cuba, was serving a U.S. prison sentence for 
drug trafficking. After his release and return to Cuba, authorities again sought 
out Flaifel Yapur, who fled to Beirut, where he was arrested in April 1957. Flaifel 
Yapur escaped serious punishment and made his way to Syria, where police 
caught him in January 1958 with 500 grams of morphine base. He was grabbed 
as he left a processing laboratory run by one of Syria's principal drug traffickers, 
from whom police confiscated 28 kilos of Turkish opium? 

In April 1956, Khossee Kholian Martínez Minanoz, another Cuban drug 
trafficker of Middle Eastern origin, was arrested in the Beirut airport, about 
to board a flight to Havana with 2 kilos of Turkish morphine base. Lebanon 
freed him a few months later, but in February 1957, he was again arrested, this 
time in the company of Flaifel Moubarak and a third Cuban, José Gabriel 
Pérez Fernández, for attempting to sell 1,300 grams of cocaine to an under- 
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cover FBN agent in Havana.” Both Flaifel Moubarak and Pérez Fernández 
posted bail and regained their freedom.*° 

Under Batista, Cuban officials continued to break up drug gangs and make 
arrests. In May 1954, the secret police confiscated 6 kilos of pure cocaine and 
several pounds of coca paste from a year-old laboratory that sent drugs to 
the U.S. market. This raid netted officials gang leader Manuel Méndez Marfa 
as well as Oscar Méndez Pérez, Pedro Perdomo Oviedo, and chemist Carlos 
Aulet Curbelo. Agents subsequently seized 200 grams of cocaine and arrested 
four traffickers, Francisco Femeniar Lores, Pastor Rodríguez Yzuaga, Apo- 
lonio Regalado Falcón, and Abel Mera. Both Regalado and Mera were pilots, 
while Mera was associated with the infamous El Teniente. In another case, 
the authorities confiscated 300 grams and arrested Manuel Arias Izuozu; his 
daughter, Virginia Arias Cruz; Germán Pérez Carballo; Jorge González López; 
and José Salas Fonseca. An informant had told police that Méndez Pérez had 
traveled to South America to bring back coca paste. He returned on 19 May 
with the drugs, valued at two hundred thousand dollars, hidden in a double- 
bottomed suitcase and immediately made his way to a house in Wajay, a rural 
area near Havana, where Méndez Marfa was waiting. Police arrested both men 
and searched the building, discovering a laboratory. Méndez Marfa, who was 
also connected to El Teniente, admitted under questioning that he sold drugs 
to distributors in the United States and that he had lived for a year in Ecua- 
dor, Bolivia, and Mexico, establishing contacts and learning how to produce 
cocaine, morphine, and heroin. On 22 May, the gang members were indicted 
and freed on bail. Méndez Marfa skipped bail and was recaptured in New 
York in May 1955 with Miguel Angel González Hernández and more than 5.5 
pounds of Bolivian cocaine, which they had transported from Mexico City via 
Brownsville, Texas, in yet another double-bottomed suitcase. A third person, 
Miguel Angel González Lastra, a Mexican, was also involved in this case.” 

William Johnston believed that the Cuban success in fighting drug traf- 
ficking merited recognition. Given "the magnitude and international rami- 
fications of the confiscations," he wrote in 1954, American officials should 
send letters of congratulations to Colonel Orlando Piedra and his immediate 
subordinates.“ Piedra, who had collaborated with U.S. agents, had received 
direct orders from Batista to combat drug trafficking.? Johnston was not 
alone in praising Cuban efforts, which another American agent described as 
“more effective than in many of the countries where we have operated." He 
concluded, "If we had the same carte blanche in France, for example, I believe 
that heroin trafficking would be substantially reduced."^* In response to John- 
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ston’s recommendation, Anslinger wrote to Piedra that “your efforts are a 
boon to anti-narcotic agents everywhere and a blow to the international traffic 
in illicit drugs." ^^ Cuba also participated in a 1957 multinational collaboration 
that helped identify and break up a large network of drug traffickers operating 
in the United States.** 

U.S. agents’ description of Piedra as “an important and merciless police 
power in Havana" clearly fit the ruthless head of the Bureau of Investiga- 
tions." When his longtime friend Batista asked how to fight the guerrillas in 
the Sierra Maestra, Piedra answered, "Total war. Everything that lived had to 
be killed." Piedra recalled that "the trigger happy were made to pay for it. If 
one of them cut down one of my officers .. . he had no hope of not catching a 
bullet himself.”** Piedra was unconcerned with observing the niceties of dip- 
lomatic or political protocol. In 1956, for example, he rushed into the Haitian 
embassy, shooting indiscriminately, in pursuit of a group of government op- 
ponents who had taken refuge in the building.* Not surprisingly, in light of 
his methods, Piedra made many enemies, and an attempt on his life occurred 
in January 1957? He fled the country when Batista's government fell, and soon 
thereafter Bohemia published an article about the dictator’s principal depu- 
ties, replete with photographs, under the title “Gallery of Assassins.” The piece 
acknowledged that Piedra “was not one of the bloodiest” but also pointed out 
that the headquarters of Piedra’s Bureau of Investigations “had been turned 
into a true fortress with electrified fencing, like in the Nazi camps, and dun- 
geons in which the regime’s goons had their torture chambers."^' 

In October 1955, Cuba’s police arrested Abelardo Martinez Rodriguez del 
Rey, El Teniente. Piedra and Johnston personally questioned the Cuban drug 
lord, and Martinez Rodriguez del Rey admitted having taken five kilos of 
cocaine on two trips to Houston and New Orleans.” He also revealed that an 
official of the Cuban police attached to the country’s embassy in Mexico was 
a party to his dealings." In June 1958, the Cuban police struck again, arrest- 
ing El Teniente's brother, Jorge Martinez del Rey, known as El Bacardi, after 
catching him and another trafficker in possession of several bottles contain- 
ing cocaine. The police had been operating based on information provided 
by two women captured in New York while holding a kilo of cocaine that 
they had received from El Bacardí?* By this time, however, El Teniente had 
regained his freedom, and in October 1958 he was recaptured in the company 
of three associates when the police, under Piedra' s command, raided a co- 
caine processing laboratory in El Vedado, one of Havana's hotel and residen- 
tial districts.” 
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During the final years of Batista's dictatorship, the connection between 
Cuban traffickers and their counterparts in the Andean region continued to 
challenge law enforcement. In early 1958, for example, the authorities discov- 
ered that an Ecuadorian trafficker had sold 900 grams of cocaine to Darío 
Güell, the owner of a Havana furniture store and the brother of a high Cuban 
government official?? In February of that year, a Bolivian drug trafficker was 
captured in Cuba with 26 kilos of coca paste but according to Johnston went 
free after bribing a highly placed police official." 

Antidrug efforts benefited from the cooperation of inside sources. At the 
beginning of July 1958, Piedra and Johnston gained access to Frank Martin, a 
courier for the criminal organization run by Juan Suárez and formerly a cou- 
rier for a Camagüey drug trafficker, Jorge Fernández Trujillo. Martin traveled 
to Bolivia to obtain drugs, which he then transported to the United States. 
His source for cocaine in La Paz was Blanca Ibáñez de Sánchez, who also 
used a Bolivian woman known as Melvis to smuggle cocaine into Cuba and 
the United States. After entering the United States, the drugs were given to 
Fernández Trujillo's brother, José, who lived in New York?? 

In August 1958, Cuban officials unraveled more of the Andean connection, 
when they apprehended another Bolivian trafficker, Luis González Aguilera, 
in Havana. González was arrested with only a half a pound of cocaine, but 
after several days of intensive questioning by police officials, including Piedra, 
he confessed that he possessed another six kilos and that he had a laboratory 
in his apartment in El Vedado. González then offered to collaborate with the 
authorities. Piedra requested special assistance from the FBN, which sent an 
agent, Sal Vizzini, to Havana. González gave Vizzini, Johnston, and Piedra 
the names of his Bolivian contacts.?? 

In 1957, Giuseppe Catalanotti, born in Sicily and a resident of the Detroit 
area, was deported from the United States to Italy. Five years earlier, he had 
been convicted of illegal possession of heroin. By May 1958, however, Cata- 
lanotti was living in the Havana house of an Italian friend, Onofrio Minaudo. 
Prodded by the rBN, the Cuban police rounded up and detained the two Ital- 
ians, who were suspected of drug trafficking, on 20 November 1958. Continu- 
ing his collaboration with U.S. authorities, Piedra asked the Cuban minister 
of state to prepare the way for the deportation of the two foreign residents, 
and the process started in December.” 

Miami and southern Florida also served as key U.S. transit points for drug 
trafficking from Cuba. Situated less than 250 miles from Havana, Miami was 
a natural gateway through which heroin and cocaine could be smuggled to 
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their biggest market, New York City. In one typical large-scale drug-running 
case, for example, a Cuban trafficker traveled to Miami to negotiate a large 
drug deal with two Italian Americans, who planned to travel to Havana to 
inspect the drugs firsthand.” 

Drug traffickers used all types of couriers to transport drugs. In one case, 
an American woman married to a Cuban official carried drugs to her contacts 
— three American men — in Florida. In another instance, a Cuban woman 
who ran a bar in Miami was suspected of bringing in cocaine from the island 
to her clients, one of whom was supposedly Prío Socarrás, the former Cuban 
president. Other couriers operating between Cuba and Miami included a 
North American who owned a Havana bar and a Cuban woman intercepted 
carrying cocaine to Cuban exiles in Miami who was freed by the Havana 
courts? Couriers between Key West and Cuba included people who drove 
automobiles onto the ferry between Cuba and the keys, crew members on the 
ferry, and shrimpers working the local waters.** Although Miami’s Cuban 
population remained relatively small at the beginning of the 1950s, the city 
had become a favored destination for Cuban tourists, with between forty and 
fifty thousand visiting per year? The number of people traveling between 
Cuba and the United States was very high; by 1948, for example, when foreign 
travel had yet to become commonplace, Cuba exchanged more visitors with 
the United States than did any other country.** 

Between 1954 and 1957, Johnston’s reports from Havana repeatedly stressed 
that for all the Cuban police's success in the fight against drug trafficking, de- 
feating the political and armed opposition to Batista's government remained 
a higher priority.” Violence had again become ubiquitous in Cuban life, with 
bombs exploding throughout the country on a nightly basis.** Furthermore, 
the 26 July Movement, led by Fidel Castro, had embarked on a campaign to 
sabotage the sugar harvest. In March 1958, under the cry "either Batista with- 
out the zafra [sugarcane harvest], or the zafra without Batista," the guerrillas 
announced that they had set fires in all ofthe country's cane-producing prov- 
inces, destroying two million tons of sugar.*? Several months earlier, in Octo- 
ber 1957, George H. Gaffney, an FBN district supervisor, had warned Anslinger 
that Havana's drug traffic was increasing by "alarming proportions" and that 
the island was becoming a "refuge for important people on the run.”” Drug 
traffickers took advantage of the worsening security situation, slipping easily 
into Havana as authorities focused on quelling the civil war and suppressing 
political opposition.” 
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DESPITE THE INROADS made by Cuban and U.S. antinarcotics agents and 
the corresponding arrest of a string of traffickers, the level of cocaine and 
heroin traffic reached a new peak in the United States. At the end of the 1950s, 
American agents viewed Cuba as "the most important transit point in this 
traffic of death, . .. administered in a disciplined way by organized criminal 
gangs of various nationalities." Despite the “shoulder-to-shoulder” coop- 
eration of Cuban authorities in numerous confiscations and arrests, U.S. of- 
ficials complained, Cuban courts let many of the accused go free in a matter 
of weeks or even days.” Concluded FBn agent John Cusack, “At present, the 
Cuban court system is the real obstacle to applying that country's anti-drug 
laws.”?* For better or for worse, Cuba's judiciary acted autonomously, free of 
executive branch interference.” 

Those tried, convicted, and imprisoned for drug trafficking in Cuba during 
the 1950s came from society’s bottom rungs and generally were convicted of 
marijuana offenses. People of means who used cocaine avoided prosecution. 
Indeed, a study of thirty individuals convicted on drug charges and sent to 
jail during the 1950s reveals that all of those imprisoned were males and were 
sent to the men’s national prison on the Isle of Pines. Twenty-five were aged 
between twenty and thirty-five, while only five were older than forty; most 
were unmarried. Nineteen of the thirty lived in the greater Havana area, while 
five lived in Oriente province, three in Camagüey, two in Matanzas, and one 
in Las Villas. As a group, these men were poor, earning their living as day 
laborers or craftsmen and working only seasonally or sporadically. Almost 
half of the men were of mixed race (primarily mulatto, although classified 
as mestizo), while 25 percent were white, including one Spaniard; one was a 
Cantonese immigrant, and the remainder were black. Few foreigners were 
involved as a consequence of the end of large-scale immigration to Cuba at 
the time of the Great Depression. Reflecting Cuba’s high levels of literacy even 
before the revolution, only the few campesinos were illiterate; men from the 
cities generally had received at least some formal education. Only in isolated 
cases had any of the accused been convicted of nondrug crimes such as rape 
or battery. The bulk of those who were repeat offenders had been convicted of 
transgressions involving prohibited substances, the only one of which specifi- 
cally cited was marijuana.’° 
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s the guerrilla fighters ofthe 26 July Movement steadily gained the upper 
hand and achieved a series of military victories in different parts of the 
country, Fulgencio Batista, facing inevitable defeat, fled Havana shortly 
after midnight on 31 December 1958. In the aftermath of his departure 
and the collapse of his government, mobs roamed the city's streets, 

destroying and looting parking meters, and invaded the casinos, where they 
plundered the slot machines. The casinos of both the Sevilla Biltmore and 
Plaza hotels, situated in the heart of the capital, were laid to waste.” The maga- 
zine Bohemia got to the heart of the matter: "In the first hours after victory, 
people vented their anger at one of the hallmarks ofthe old regime, gambling, 
especially in its most ostentatious guise, the hotels and casinos." The park- 
ing meters and slot machines symbolized entrenched graft and corruption 
and were linked to Batista and his family, inasmuch as the dictator and his 
brother-in-law, General Roberto Fernández Miranda, had a personal stake in 
those businesses. 

Yet whatever their political sympathies, hotel and casino employees stood 
their ground and confronted the crowds, attempting to prevent the destruc- 
tion of the buildings — and their jobs? The militia of the 26 July Movement 
and the members of the revolutionary directorate intervened to help restore 
order; when less aggressive tactics proved insufficient, the militia opened fire 
on looters.° 

In April 1958, Ernesto Betancourt, then serving as Fidel Castro's spokesman 
and representative in the United States, had declared to a New York City news- 
paper that when Batista fell and Castro assumed power, the new government 
would purge the island of its mafia presence.’ Thus, immediately after the 
revolution, Castro announced that legitimate U.S. businesses in Cuba would 
be protected but not the businesses belonging to “those gangsters,” the casino 
owners.” The first voices to protest this policy, however, were not those of the 


casino owners but those of the hotel and cabaret workers whose livelihoods 
depended on the casinos.’ A second break in revolutionary unity quickly oc- 
curred when the anarchist leaders of the food workers' union quarreled with 
the new government about the country’s political course.'” Objections regard- 
ing the economic consequences ofa crackdown on casino gambling continued 
to be heard. Waiters, bartenders, croupiers, musicians, and even prostitutes 
soon joined the chorus of protest, demanding that the revolution not deprive 
them of their livelihoods." 

In this unsettled atmosphere, an American columnist for the Havana Post 
observed presciently, "Even though Fidel Castro is an idealist, a couple of his 
most influential supporters are materialistic. They want to keep that tour- 
ist money churning into Havana." Charles Baron, executive vice president 
of the Hotel Riviera, warned that if the casinos were shut down, the luxury 
hotels would cease to earn profits.'? The Riviera's owner, Meyer Lansky, re- 
mained in Havana until 9 January, when he boarded a Pan American flight 
to Miami. Lansky returned to Havana to oversee his business interests at the 
end of February and then departed Cuba again in April, never to return.” 

Contrary to some expectations, Castro's pragmatic side initially won out 
over any impulse on his part to move in a more radical direction. Just ten days 
into the new era, the Cuban leader used the front page of the Havana Post to 
send a message to American tourists and businessmen: 


I wish to invite the American tourists and the American businessmen to 
come back to Cuba with the assurance that they will be welcomed by all 
citizens of our country. We are back to normal in Cuba, a Cuba where there 
is liberty, peace, and order; a beautiful land of happy people. Our hotels, 
shops, and offices are open and we want our friends from the United States 
to come and see this beautiful land of Cuba, which can now be counted 
among the countries where freedom and democracy are a reality.” 


At the same time, Cuba's president, Manuel Urrutia, told journalists that all 
types of gambling, including that in the large casinos, should henceforth be 
forbidden. This position was reinforced on 16 January, when Prime Minister 
José Miró Cardona declared that "the government stands absolutely opposed 
to the reestablishment of gambling in any of its forms, and this stance will not 
be altered." Such assurances were premature, however, and Castro promptly 
disavowed them. The casinos reopened for business subject to one condition — 
they were asked to pay a new tax as a way of contributing to the recently cre- 
ated Instituto Nacional de Ahorro y Vivienda (National Savings and Housing 
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Institute). The only type of gambling prohibited was cockfighting, as the 
government sought to wean the campesino population from the long-held 
custom of betting on these contests." Urrutia and Castro's differences over 
the issue of casino gambling persisted until Urrutia resigned from office on 1 
July 1959.'? Castro announced that although in principle he opposed the ca- 
sinos, they would remain open to avoid depriving their employees of work." 
Gambling was now restricted to four hotels and two nightclubs, however, 
and slot machines were banned.”° Much as government officials disliked the 
idea, they had no choice but to continue working with American mafiosos, 
who ran the casinos and hotels.” Only in September 1961, after tourism had 
disappeared from Cuba, were all the casinos finally closed.” 

Castro had already displayed his political realism during the guerrilla war 
in the Sierra Maestra, when he tolerated campesinos' practice of growing and 
selling marijuana to avoid losing their support. However, his tolerance on 
this matter had its limits: in October 1958, he invoked a total prohibition on 
the cultivation, trafficking, and use of marijuana ?* 

The revolutionaries saw Cuba as a fallen land in which, under Batista's rule, 
"all was misery, violence, corruption, gambling, prostitution, pleasures for the 
taking; in a word: the U.S. brothel.” This reductionist slant gave birth to a 
purifying vision ofthe future in which "the revolution triumphant is directed, 
in part, against the other Havana, the Havana of before. It's about the reaction 
— moralistic, puritanical, prudish — of the real nation against the ‘decadent’ 
spectacle represented by the capital. . . . [T]he places of ‘vice’ are closed one 
after another. ... The ‘new man’ needs a good education (or good indoctrina- 
tion) and to be of sound mind and body, more than fleeting pleasures"? In 
addition, homosexuality would be *violently repressed, because it constituted 
the most provocative demonstration of impermissible individual freedom." 
In still another expression of this moralizing impulse, authorities prohibited 
the screening of the 1961 documentary film P.M. (Pasado Meridiano), which 
tracked Havana’s night life, on the grounds that it expressed "counterrevolu- 
tionary tendencies and was pornographic.””* 

According to American journalist Herbert L. Matthews, the puritanical 
character of the Cuban Revolution was nowhere better revealed than in Cas- 
tro’s decision that mass marriage ceremonies be carried out to legalize un- 
married unions.” The minister of justice and his wife acted as witnesses at 
these Operación Matrimonio ceremonies, which took place across the length 
and breadth of the country? Even battle-hardened fighters from the Sierra 
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Maestra, including Raúl Castro and Ernesto “Ché” Guevara, fell into line and 
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married their companions in formal ceremonies during the first months after 
the revolution?! 

The revolution's quickening tempo soon dampened tourism. Fernando 
Benítez, a Mexican journalist who sympathized with the new regime, saw this 
development in positive terms, writing, "Ihe tourists have disappeared from 
Havana. .. . The engine propelling this clean industry has been weakened 
beyond repair. The sea that caresses, the beaches with their heavy sand like 
slivers of marble, the frozen daiquiris, the games of roulette, the show in the 
Tropicana — the world's most fabulous cabaret — the girls of Virtudes Street, 
are still here, more alluring than ever, and the [North] Americans stay away."?? 
Others, too, saw Cuba under Batista as “a fount of iniquity."? 

Observers have often exaggerated the number of prostitutes operating in 
Cuba prior to the revolution, citing figures between 100,000 and 150,000 de- 
spite a lack of empirical evidence to justify such numbers. Furthermore, the no- 
tion that prerevolutionary Cuban prostitution developed primarily in response 
to American tourists’ demands is similarly inaccurate. In reality, Cuban pros- 
titutes, many of whom were of campesino origin, principally served a Cuban 
clientele in both the cities and the countryside, although they preferred U.S. 
clients, who paid more. During the sugar harvest, thousands of prostitutes 
moved into the country to offer their services to the cane cutters.** In Havana, 
young Cuban men comprised a high percentage of the prostitutes’ clientele? 

Many Cubans saw Fidel Castro as a messianic figure who had come down 
from the mountains to cleanse the cities of corruption? In Carlos Franqui's 
view, Fidel and Raúl Castro and Ché Guevara were united in seeing fiestas 
and merrymaking as a popular form of vice and in believing that leaders 
needed to create and nourish a new kind of spartan morality in the Cuban 
people?" Such a morality would draw its strength and inspiration from the 
soldiers who had formed the heart and soul ofthe revolution. As Luis E. Agui- 
lar wrote in the March 1959 issue of the magazine Revolución, “The revolu- 
tion has emanated from the countryside, its victory made possible by simple 
young men from small villages, admirable fighters who put on none of the 
airs of liberators.”** Furthermore, these bearded revolutionaries did not get 
drunk, had scrupulously avoided looting, and behaved “like saints"? The 
fact that Castro was thirty-three years old when he formed his government 
and that the guerrilla fighters had long hair and beards and carried rosary 
beads inspired the facile notion that he and his band of revolutionaries re- 
sembled Christ and his apostles.*° Indeed, some Cubans portrayed Castro as 
the reincarnation of Christ, the redeemer who had produced the miracle of 
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the revolution and rekindled the spiritual faith of the Cuban people.“ The lyr- 
ics of a song composed by Carlos Puebla, the Troubadour of the Revolution, 
evoked and championed the reformist and moralistic spirit of the new Cuba 
as well as the apotheosis of Castro as the emancipator, leading his people out 
of a submissive wilderness of decadence and crime into an unspoiled future: 


They were planning to go on here, 
devouring more and more of the land, 
without ever suspecting that in the Sierra 
the future was being lit up. 


And continuing in a cruel way 
the custom of crime 

turning Cuba into a gambling den 
and that's when Fidel arrived. 


And that was the end of the party, 
the commander arrived and ordered it to stop." 


Several days after Castro entered Havana, Lyceum, the magazine of the Ly- 
ceum and Lawn Tennis Club, printed an editorial conveying the same mes- 
sage of moral renewal and extolling the virtues of the rank-and-file revolu- 
tionary from the heartland: “Faced with the decadence and corruption of the 
regime that ruled until now, it was essential," the editorial asserted, "to put 
front and center the cultivation of the goodly virtues of honor, loyalty, sin- 
cerity, and fidelity to ethical principles." In addition, the piece described the 
revolutionary army as "noble and honorable," drawing "its strength mainly 
from the ranks of the peasantry — that is, from the purest, most uncorrupted 
element of the Cuban population.”* To help develop and implement this 
type of thinking on a policy level, the government named Elena Mederos de 
González, a diplomat, social reformer, and cofounder of both the Lyceum and 
the University of Havana's program in social work, as the country's minister 
of social welfare.** 

The task of building a new country and new institutions under the aegis of 
the revolution likewise left no room for drug addicts, a point a former addict 
firmly addressed in Bohemia: 


We must put vice behind us. A country of dissolute people may be a coun- 
try, but it will not be a great country. If a people are degenerate, they are 
made that way more by their indulgence in vice than by anything else. And 
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Cuba, a wondrous land, a country now restored to beauty, steered toward 
the future by the revolution, must in the days to come play a great role. 
... I wish to contribute with these spontaneous and sincere declarations 
to the work of renewal that the revolution has in every sense commanded 
and imposed.*” 


Jorge A. de Castroverde, the director of Interpol in Cuba, joined in celebrating 
Batista's fall and the dawn of a new era, describing himself as “brimming over 
with joy and satisfaction . . . in the liberation of our country which was forced 
to groan under seven long years of brutal dictatorship. Now Cuba is free and 
sovereign through the will of its people, strong in the hope that never more 
must we experience anything like what happened in the past.”** He com- 
pared the Cuban and French Revolutions, denouncing the Batistianos who 
oppressed their fellow Cubans as “base criminals" and expressing his dis- 
may at foreign press condemnations of the execution of those he saw as ^war 
criminals.”” After having fulfilled the duties of his office since 1952 “without a 
salary or any kind of stipend,” he claimed to have achieved “the partial eradi- 
cation of international crime in Cuba,” despite the fact that “some of these 
individuals were sheltered by ministers of the regime now in flight.”** 

Castro's support from elements of the elite stemmed from his war against 
Batista. Indeed, members of the anti-Batista bourgeoisie eventually contrib- 
uted several million dollars to the guerrilla movement in the Sierra Maestra. 
The contributors included sugar barons, cattle ranchers, bankers, industrial- 
ists, and politicians, including Carlos Prío Socarrás. The guerrilla struggle 
also received the enthusiastic backing of the Bosch-Bacardí clan, owners of 
the Bacardi Rum and Hatuey beer labels: José M. Bosch even offered to pay 
his 1959 taxes in advance.” As always, politics and the shifting scales of power 
could make strange bedfellows. In 1958, for example, Martín Fox, the owner of 
the Tropicana nightclub and a close ally of the Batista government, "donated" 
five thousand dollars to an envoy from the revolutionary movement? The 
guerrilla fighters also extracted a “war tax” from the sugar mills, setting fire 
to any facilities whose owners refused to contribute.” 

In April 1959, still leaning in a pragmatic direction, Castro declared at a 
New York press conference that his government wanted to make tourism 
Cuba's principal industry, attracting between two and three million visitors 
annually? With this goal in mind, the Cuban tourism commission was re- 
organized and a campaign was launched to lure people to the island? Castro 
also announced that over the next four years, the government would spend 
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$200 million to promote tourism?^ The new Cuban government asked the 
American Society of Travel Agents (AsTA) not to drop Havana as the site of 
its next annual conference, scheduled for October 1959. The conference re- 
mained in Havana, and Castro presided over its opening at the massive Blan- 
quita Theater, after which “brigades of voluntary workers, coming from all 
social classes, lent themselves to the task of tidying up the city [and] of helping 
in the construction of a new airport." That night, President Osvaldo Dorticós 
hosted a dinner at the capitol building for two thousand AsTA delegates. Fidel 
Castro attended, spending an hour and a half bantering with the visitors and 
signing autographs. Raul Castro shared a table with U.S. ambassador Philip 
Bonsal.°° 

Based on such goodwill, the island's tourist industry might have appeared 
to have a bright future. Yet events quickly buried the effects of Castro's charm 
offensive. Cuban anti-aircraft batteries fired tracers at airplanes dropping 
antigovernment flyers, and counterrevolutionaries carried out assassination 
attempts by throwing grenades from moving automobiles. The flyers were 
dropped by Pedro Luis Díaz Lanz, former commander of the Revolution- 
ary Air Force, who had supplied Castro with arms from Costa Rica and the 
United States but went into exile in the United States after Batista's fall to 
protest the “indoctrination classes" to which members of the military were 
being subjected. The mood was also darkened by the resignation and sub- 
sequent capture of Huber Matos. Matos, who had fought with Castro in the 
Sierra Maestra and attained the rank of major (comandante) in the revolu- 
tionary army, was arrested on Castro's orders for committing "treasonous" 
acts and "for conspiring against the revolution." Castro personally traveled 
to Camagüey to present the charges against Matos. When combined with the 
broadsides that Castro was beginning to deliver against the United States, 
these developments effectively scuttled the possibilities for reviving tourism. 
In Bonsal's words, “As the travel agents took their departure, they were hardly 
in an optimistic mood as to future bookings. They were convinced that it 
would be a waste of time to promote tourism by Americans to Cuba.”*” Un- 
willing to concede total defeat on this front, however, the Cuban government 
provided a group of U.S. black leaders with an all-expense-paid trip to the 
island during the 1959 Christmas holidays. In addition to spreading its politi- 
cal message, the government hoped to encourage black American tourists to 
visit Cuba ^? 

For the typical tourist, the vicissitudes of the revolution clearly constituted 
a source of uncertainty and discomfort, and by 1960, U.S. tourism had virtu- 
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ally disappeared from the island? Despite the special promotions that at- 
tempted to bolster the 1959-60 winter tourist season, numerous cruises into 
Havana were canceled? The U.S. embassy in Havana, monitoring the situa- 
tion, informed the State Department on 30 October that the city's hotels had 
received "significant cancellations.”* 

With U.S. tourism rapidly drying up, the Cuban government refocused, 
looking for ways to attract Latin American tourists. First, Cuban officials 
sponsored the third Congress of Latin American Tourist Organizations, 
which took place in Havana in April 1960. President Dorticós greeted the six 
hundred representatives from eighteen countries who attended the congress 
in the same theater in which he had welcomed the asta delegates. In addition 
to participating in the congress' Havana activities, the delegates traveled into 
Cuba's interior “to get to know the centers of tourist attraction opened up by 
the revolution.”® The government also tried to entice Soviet citizens to visit, 
and the first contingent arrived in Havana at the end of December 19605 
Nevertheless, despite this spurt of attention, the tourism industry entered a 
period of steep decline that lasted for years. Between 1960 and the end of the 
19708, sixteen hotels closed, overall hotel capacity fell by 5o percent, and the 
quality of service steadily eroded.** 

The political arrests, summary trials, and executions that gripped Cuba 
played a powerful role in stopping American tourism on the island. The pub- 
lic trials without due process and the executions that followed (originally of 
Batista's followers, then of opponents of the new regime or those accused of 
opposing it) enjoyed wide popular support throughout the country, even in 
small towns and villages. In some instances, trenches were bulldozed so that 
prisoners could be lined up, machine-gunned, and then immediately dumped 
into the mass graves. In one case, seventy-one prisoners were shot and thrown 
into a common grave on the grounds of a Santiago military barracks.* Ché 
Guevara personally signed more than fifty death sentences, and Raul Castro 
allegedly directly oversaw the execution by firing squad of soldiers who had 
belonged to Batista's army.** 

The firing squads provoked a strong international reaction.” Nonetheless, 
the executions went on, with crowds chanting, “Up against the wall! .. . [T]o 
the wall, the wall, the wall!” One survey found that 93 percent of the Cuban 
population supported the executions.** Furthermore, to exploit the popular 
thirst for justice and revenge, the government broadcast some of the execu- 
tions on television Moreover, Bohemia, which enjoyed the highest circula- 
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tion of any publication in Cuba, printed graphic photo spreads showing the 
bloody corpses."? 

Castro justified the firing squads on the grounds that those being exe- 
cuted were assassins, not mere opponents of the new order/' Moreover, he 
contended that "there is not the slightest doubt, either among the public at 
large or on the part of any individual," about the guilt of the victims and the 
correctness of the verdicts.” In response to foreign critics of the trials and 
executions such as the Argentine government and an Oregon senator who 
had previously criticized Batista and supported the rebels, Castro thundered 
that the United States could send in the Marines and there would be “200,000 
dead gringos.””? 

Yet the tensions between Cuba and the United States were not caused solely 
by internal developments on the island. U.S. foreign policy certainly helped 
drive a wedge between the two countries, although the United States did not 
take a monolithic approach toward Cuba immediately after the revolution. 
U.S. Department of State officials recommended that ambassador to Cuba 
Earl E. T. Smith be removed as a consequence of concerns that the new gov- 
ernment would declare him persona non grata because he had worked to have 
someone other than Castro succeed Batista.” Such concerns were justified: 
Cuban officials dismissed the meddling Smith as a “servant of the despot.” 
His successor, Bonsal, was a career diplomat currently serving as the U.S. 
ambassador to Bolivia and previously ambassador to Colombia. Bonsal had 
lived in Cuba as an employee of rrr and subsequently as the American consul 
in Havana." 

In the interests of preserving relations and protecting investments, a com- 
mittee of American businessmen in Havana and the secretary of state recom- 
mended that the United States recognize the revolutionary government as 
soon as feasible. The British government agreed, and both countries granted 
diplomatic recognition to the new government on 7 January 1959.” Behind 
the formalities of diplomatic protocol, however, President Dwight D. Eisen- 
hower made no attempt to hide his hostility toward Castro, even weighing 
the possibility of denying an entry visa to the new Cuban leader, whom the 
American Society of Newspaper Editors had invited to Washington, D.C. CIA 
director Allen Dulles, however, believed that such an action would be coun- 
terproductive in light of what he believed to be a growing anti-Castro move- 
ment in Cuba: “We must be careful not to do anything which would tend to 


discourage the growth of this movement.””* 
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Ambassador Bonsal construed the matter differently than Eisenhower. 
For some months, Bonsal recommended that the United States demonstrate 
patience and indeed take a positive attitude toward Castro and the revolu- 
tion in hopes of influencing Castro and isolating him and drawing him away 
from the communist elements his group? At an April 1959 meeting of U.S. 
ambassadors to Caribbean and Central American countries held in El Salva- 
dor, Bonsal defended his position against Robert C. Hill, U.S. ambassador to 
Mexico, who argued for a hard line toward Castro.?? 

Another link in the chain of worsening relations between the two coun- 
tries snapped into place on 17 May, when the Cuban government promulgated 
its new law of agrarian reform. This development prompted the representa- 
tives of American-financed sugar mills to meet with Bonsal to express their 
sense of unease.” Bonsal pressed the matter with the Cuban government, re- 
questing that it listen to the concerns of the sugar companies, especially with 
regard to the issue of compensation ?? Although various members of the U.S. 
Congress were extremely displeased with Castro, the State Department con- 
tinued to advocate a more temperate line to avoid alienating moderate Cuban 
groups and to change the design and impact of the planned agrarian reform.’ 
Nor did Bonsal sway from his recommendation that the United States should 
"continue [a] policy of friendship toward Castro and the government of Cuba, 
using our influence in every way to guide it onto solid economic ground" ** 

As relations between the two countries became increasingly strained, the 
State Department altered course and stiffened its policy toward Cuba. In 
September 1959, the department instructed its diplomatic missions in Latin 
America to undertake what was in effect a disinformation campaign against 
Fidel Castro: “It is to the interest of the United States that the tendencies of 
Latin American opinion to become skeptical of Castro on the issues of dic- 
tatorship, intervention, and Communism be intensified and accelerated. . . . 
It remains important, however, particularly at this stage, that any awakening 
public skepticism about Castro retain the appearance of being an indigenous 
Latin American reaction.”*” This policy change caused Bonsal to give up hope 
that Cuban-U.S. relations could be normalized? 

On 4 March 1960, the French ship La Coubre arrived in Havana harbor 
with a cargo of Belgian arms and munitions ordered by the government. 
While being unloaded, the ship exploded at dockside, resulting in the death 
of more than one hundred crew members, dock workers, and armed forces 
personnel on the vessel and the pier. Fidel Castro immediately and publicly 
blamed the U.S. government for the explosion, and he and Raúl met with 
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Soviet envoy and KGB agent Alexandr Alekseev to request Soviet military and 
economic assistance.” 

According to Bonsal, Castro's very public accusation tipped the balance 
and convinced the U.S. government to intervene in Cuba by authorizing the 
Central Intelligence Agency (c1A) to train Cuban exiles who would spearhead 
the effort to overthrow Castro.** Not only in Florida but also in Mexico and 
the Dominican Republic, groups of Cuban exiles had been waiting for this 
moment.” The c14's "Program of Covert Action against the Castro Regime" 
formed part of the agency's larger program of covert operations against "in- 
ternational communism,” which the National Security Council had autho- 
rized during the 1950s.”° 

In June 1960, as part of the campaign to bring down Castro and in line 
with advice from the U.S. government, U.S. oil companies announced that 
they would refuse to refine oil from the Soviet Union. Cuba responded by 
expropriating the American-owned refineries. Escalating the confrontation, 
the United States in July suspended the purchase of Cuban sugar; in response, 
the Soviet Union and China committed to buying it.” The following month, 
the Cuban government expropriated the holdings of the principal American 
companies operating on the island, including the sugar mills. The U.S. gov- 
ernment retaliated with an embargo on all American exports to Cuba except 
for food and medicine.” The two countries had passed the point of no return. 
By the time the embargo went into effect, the cra had already begun conspir- 
ing with the U.S. mafia to have Castro assassinated.” Vice President Richard 
M. Nixon hoped not simply to overturn Cuba's government but also somehow 
to eliminate Castro and to orchestrate both events before the November 1960 
presidential election, in which Nixon was the Republican candidate.”* 

The ill will between the two countries, which resulted in the official sever- 
ing of relations in the first week of January 1961, affected their handling of the 
issue of drug trafficking. The earlier collaboration that had led to the arrest 
and prosecution of numerous traffickers turned into yet another source of 
disagreement and distrust and at its lowest ebb even served to inflame and 
reinforce Cold War stereotypes. 
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The Diplomacy of Drug Trafficking 
at the Beginning of the Revolution 


n early 1959, as the Cuban Revolution unfolded, Harry J. Anslinger, di- 

rector of the U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics (FBN), demanded that the 

new government deport the mafia bosses who administered the island's 

casinos, asserting that they were directly responsible for importing drugs 

from Cuba to the United States. Fidel Castro shrewdly parried Anslinger's 
demand by asking for a list of the traffickers and stating that he was disposed 
not to deport them but to have them brought before a firing squad.’ He also 
pointed out that he believed that the Cubans who had sought refuge in the 
United States after the revolution were “gangsters” and “war criminals" and 
that the United States should therefore deport them back to Cuba.” 

Just days after the revolutionaries had seized power, FBN officials stressed 
to the Cuban government that it needed to take strong measures against the 
drug traffickers. FBN agents suggested that anyone convicted of trafficking re- 
ceive a prison term of between ten and twenty years and complained about the 
laxness of the judiciary, noting that courts had too often in the past freed drug 
traffickers. The agency also compiled a dossier of the names of various drug 
traffickers so that the individuals could be brought to justice? The officials also 
requested the deportation to the United States of “hardened and dangerous” 
American traffickers such as Carmine Galante and John Ormento so that they 
could be tried.* The New York-born Galante was considered “an extremely 
important figure in the international drug trade.” Ormento, likewise a native 
of New York, had been convicted several times on drug trafficking charges in 
the United States In all, the FEN prepared case reports on forty-one mafiosos 
it wanted deported from Cuba, with Meyer Lansky’s name atop “the list of 
gangsters who [should] never [be] allowed to return to Cuba.” 

At the beginning of April 1959, Efigenio Almejeiras, chief of Cuba’s na- 
tional revolutionary police, offered Joseph H. Dillon of the U.S. Department 


of the Treasury complete cooperation in arresting drug traffickers. From 
his post at Camp Libertad, the name given by the government to the old 
Camp Columbia, Captain Raül Cros, chief of the intelligence division of the 
revolutionary air force, made a similar commitment? Dillon then met with 
Comandante Aldo Vera Serafín, who promised to pursue persons arrested 
for drug trafficking under the previous government and to work with the 
courts to see that justice was applied? Discussions on these matters contin- 
ued, and on 17 April 1959, Steve Minas, a U.S. customs agent in Havana, met 
with Lieutenant Adolfo Díaz Lorenzo, chief of the narcotics unit in Cuba's 
Bureau of Investigation. Minas had given the chief a list of cases involving 
drug traffickers; Díaz reported that he was working with the list and that 
people whose names appeared on it were by and large the same as the people 
on a list that Charles Siragusa had given Antonio de la Carrera, private secre- 
tary to President Manuel Urrutia, the previous January. Minas also met with 
Mario Fernández y Fernández, Cuba's attorney general and prosecutor for 
the Supreme Tribunal, and with Jorge de Castroverde. Both Fernández and 
de Castroverde agreed that a new narcotics law needed to be implemented, 
and according to Minas, Fernández believed that repeat traffickers should be 
denied the right to remain free on bail and favored applying the death penalty 
in certain drug cases." American embassy personnel believed that the new 
revolutionary police force, “disorganized and inexperienced" as it may have 
been, was nonetheless eager to assist in apprehending criminals sought by the 
U.S. authorities." 

Two months earlier, in fact, agents of the Cuban Bureau of Investigation 
had arrested Abelardo Martínez Rodríguez del Rey, the irrepressible El Te- 
niente, and one of his associates, Ricardo Borroto Díaz, as they were prepar- 
ing to board a plane at the Rancho Boyeros airport. The two, who between 
them had $18,891 in currency and $1300 in traveler's checks, were planning to 
fly first to Panama and then to Argentina and Peru to buy cocaine for resale 
on the Cuban market. They were equipped with two suitcases with false bot- 
toms.’ In addition, Cuban antinarcotics agents arrested El Teniente's brother, 
Jorge Martínez Rodríguez del Rey (El Bacardí), and their father, Abelardo 
Martínez Arenas, in Havana on 10 April 1959 in possession of a kilo of cocaine 
sent to them from La Paz, Bolivia, by Martín Binder.” Under questioning, 
El Bacardi disclosed that his network encompassed two countries, Mexico 
and Venezuela, and that the cocaine had been brought into Cuba in 1958. In 
addition, he offered to reveal the names of other drug traffickers if he were 
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promised a civil rather than military trial, since he feared that the latter would 
mean facing a firing squad. The three Martínezes were held in the La Cabana 
fort." On 15 April, authorities confiscated an additional 800 grams of cocaine 
from the closet of El Bacardi’s beach residence in Marianao.'” The state attor- 
ney requested a six-year prison term for Jorge Martínez Rodríguez del Rey for 
a separate 1958 case, and he was required to post twenty-five thousand pesos 
bail on this charge. 

In addition to the high-profile Martínez brothers, Cuban authorities cap- 
tured other cocaine traffickers on the island during 1959 as well as pursued 
leads outside the country." In May 1959, for example, the government re- 
quested that Brazilian authorities collaborate in helping capture Enrique and 
Celina Saucedo, two Bolivian citizens known to have brought cocaine into 
both Cuba and the United States.'* 

In April 1959, Anslinger privately acknowledged that the Cuban govern- 
ment "is apparently taking strenuous measures" against drug trafficking, and 
he congratulated Cuban authorities for their success in arresting the Mar- 
tínezes.'” Publicly, Anslinger was even more positive, declaring to the maga- 
zine Bohemia, “We are pleased to have seen that the new government has 
taken an interest in fighting drug trafficking in Cuba. . . . Cuba is a member 
of Interpol and that organization’s representative in Havana, Jorge [de] Cas- 
troverde, has also demonstrated great interest... . [De] Castroverde’s activity 
is further proof of the interest shown by the new Cuban government, a fact 
which pleases us enormously."?? 

During 1959 and 1960, Cuban police arrested a great number of people 
caught selling marijuana, ranging from large-scale traffickers apprehended 
with shipments valued in the thousands of dollars to persons possessing only 
handfuls of marijuana cigarettes. Yet while the size of seizures may have var- 
ied, the point of origin of the marijuana did not — either Cuba's Sierra Mae- 
stra or Mexico! The number of drug-related arrests shot up in 1959 before 
beginning to decline in 1960, although hundreds of cases, involving mari- 
juana in particular, continued to be reported over the rest of the decade.” 
In 1960, Cuban courts dealt with 586 cases relating to either the sale or the 
possession of marijuana and imposed jail sentences ranging between one and 
six years.” In April 1959, a military court invoked the death penalty against 
someone convicted of selling marijuana. Although this sentence was ulti- 
mately commuted to imprisonment, Rubén Acosta Carrasco, the country's 
director general of immigration, told rBN agent Charles Siragusa that the 
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Cuban government had already executed a convicted marijuana trafficker.”* 
Those arrested in Cuba on charges of marijuana possession included New 
Yorker Joseph John Hogan, who was sentenced to prison on the Isle of Pines, 
and Denver resident Walter Graham.” 

In 1961, the United Nations adopted a new convention on narcotic drugs, 
which Cuba ratified the following year.”° The 1962 report of the United Na- 
tions Commission on Narcotic Drugs drew attention to the fact that Cuba's 
revolutionary government had made important strides in curtailing the use 
of marijuana by means of educational programs or when necessary by in- 
stituting more severe penalties?" Anslinger, however, chose to plant seeds 
of doubt by invoking Cold War stereotypes and using scare tactics: “No one 
knows yet,” wrote the director, “to what extent Cuba is participating in the 
efforts to undermine the United States with drugs. But certainly, geared as it 
is for all kinds of warfare, actual and psychological, the Communists may be 
expected to employ narcotics against America.””* 

On the night of 6 May 1959, Cuban police arrested Jake Lansky and Dino 
Cellini, the manager and personnel director, respectively, ofthe casino at Ha- 
vana's Hotel Riviera.” Also arrested around the same time were three other 
gangsters, Charles Tourine Jr., Giuseppe Di Giorgio (alias Pierre Cavanese), 
and Lucien Rivard.*” All of these police actions evidently conformed to a 
broad antidrug initiative, as on 11 May, less than a week after the Lansky and 
Cellini arrests, Cuba's attorney general, Mario Fernández y Fernández, an- 
nounced that the government had embarked on a campaign to stamp out 
drug trafficking on the island and would as part of this effort deport foreign 
traffickers.” Cellini's arrest was especially important, since an FBN memoran- 
dum had identified him as “a threat to the application of the anti-narcotics 
laws."?? Cellini’s criminal associates included Joseph Lo Piccolo, who was in- 
volved in heroin dealing and had recently been arrested in New York, and 
Di Giorgio, who ran the casino at the Club Tropicana and was suspected of 
involvement in drug dealing? 

The opportunity presented to law enforcement by the arrests of Lansky, 
Cellini, and Tourine was temporarily lost when the U.S. consul general in 
Havana reported that none of the three were currently wanted on any drug 
charges in the United States?^ Cuban authorities thus released the men, and 
Lansky decamped for Florida.” Upset over Cellini's release, the antidrug 
agents speculated that an "idiot . . . or at least a good friend [of Cellini] in the 
U.S. embassy” had facilitated the release of the three men.** In June 1959, how- 
ever, Di Giorgio, Tourine, and Rivard received notice that they were being de- 
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ported from Cuba.” Tourine was sent to Miami, while Rivard was returned to 
Toronto via Jamaica? Tourine later spent a few years in prison in the United 
States and then, supported by the earnings from his casino interests, lived in 
considerable luxury in an apartment facing New York's Central Park?? In 
July 1960, another American, Sicilian-born mobster Frank Cammarata, was 
captured in Havana with a supply of cocaine estimated to be worth sixteen 
thousand dollars.*° 

In June 1959, Santo Trafficante Jr., owner of Havana's Capri and Comodoro 
hotels as well as the Sans Souci casino, had been arrested and placed in the 
Triscornia detention center. Some officials suspected that he was a drug traf- 
ficker simply because of his surname.*' Even the U.S. authorities resorted to 
joking about his name, calling it “most suitable... for this thug.”* U.S. agents’ 
suspicions about Trafficante rested on more solid ground, however: his uncle 
had been sentenced in Tampa for drug trafficking, and the rBN noted clear 
indications that Trafficante was involved in running drugs between Havana 
and New York." Nevertheless, La Gaceta, a Spanish-language newspaper 
published in Tampa, came to Trafficante's defense, portraying him in essence 
as an ordinary member of the local community whom the FBN seemed intent 
on slandering: 


Santo Trafficante, a Tampa man who has lived for five years in Cuba, is 
locked up in Triscornia (near Havana), with deportation proceedings 
having been initiated against him as an “undesirable.” . . . Trafficante has 
committed no crime in Cuba and apart from a civil claim over taxes is 
not charged with any felony in this country. .. . Mr. Anslinger, the Com- 
missioner of Narcotics, believes him to be connected to the traffic in hard 
drugs but does not directly accuse him because he lacks the proof. If he has 
such proof and doesn't request his extradition, then he is prevaricating! 
... Why keep him locked up now, in Cuba? Because his lovely and cul- 
tivated daughter is going to be married this coming Sunday in a Havana 
hotel to a fine young Tampa man?** 


The Cuban government granted Trafficante permission to attend his daugh- 
ter's wedding at the Havana Hilton, but immigration officials and the chief of 
Cuba's secret police kept a watchful eye on Trafficante during the ceremony.* 
In light of the fact that no charges were pending against him "in matters 
concerning the illicit traffic in narcotic drugs," Cuba's Interior Department 
ultimately ordered his release, and Trafficante left Cuba for Tampa in Novem- 
ber 1959.** In the United States, however, Trafficante faced another potential 
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legal threat. He was suspected of having ordered the assassination of mafia 
boss Albert Anastasia, who was gunned down in a New York City barber shop 
in October 1957. Officials theorized that Trafficante, Joseph Silesi, and Meyer 
Lansky had wanted to prevent Anastasia from competing with them in the 
casino business in Havana. In addition, several Cubans had warned Anastasia 
not to meddle in gambling operations on the island.” 

One of Trafficante's hotels, the Capri, was not, strictly speaking, arbitrarily 
taken over by Cuba's revolutionary government. Rather, in April 1959, the es- 
tablishment had received a line of credit with a loan from state funds, and the 
line was bolstered again six months later. Given the drop in tourism, however, 
Trafficante’s company could not make payments on the loan, so the hotel 
and the shops and stores that formed its commercial complex passed into the 
state's hands.** 

In August 1959, the government took over Lansky's hotel, the Riviera. 
Like all hotels, the Riviera had suffered considerable losses during 1959, with 
the November shortfall alone amounting to nearly $800,000? The hotel was 
nationalized in October 1960 as part of the broad wave of nationalization of 
U.S. business enterprises on the island.” By the time the books were finally 
closed, Lansky and his partners had lost at least $8 million of their investment 
in the Riviera? 

Despite the deportation of some mobsters from Cuba and the departure of 
others, as soon as U.S.- Cuban relations began to sour, the FBN’s top brass con- 
demned the country for supposedly failing to pursue drug traffickers. Siragusa, 
for example, asserted that Cuba offered “international gangsters” “a secure 
refuge to continue their criminal activities, including drug trafficking." 

A segment of the North American press began to reflect this line of attack 
against the Cuban government. A syndicated column by Ruth Montgomery, 
for example, described Castro as an "egocentric bearded man" and declared 
that the smuggling of cocaine from Cuba to the United States had tripled 
since Batista's fall. Montgomery reported that this surge had resulted in part 
from the complicity of the Cuban government and constituted part of the 
strategy of "international communism [that] for years has used drugs as a 
favorite means of subverting the poor and of obtaining money to finance its 
undercover activities in foreign lands." She further suggested that Castro was 
"probably" a cocaine "addict," which facilitated his "ability to rant and rave 
for five or six hours when making speeches.”** The accusations that Castro 
was addicted to cocaine continued for several years. In one version, Castro's 
fondness for the drug not only enabled him to deliver his long addresses but 
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was also "the source of his unceasing energy" and made ^his appetite for 
women insatiable.”°* 

At the end of 1961, at an inter-American meeting on drug control held 
in Rio de Janeiro, Siragusa reported that Miguel Uriguen Bravo, the Cuban 
delegate, had handed out an "anti-U.S. pamphlet [with] communist propa- 
ganda.” The pamphlet, titled Desarrollo Económico y Salud (Economic Devel- 
opment and Health) had been produced by Cuba's Ministry of Public Health 
and bore Uriguen’s personal inscription, "Patria o muerte, ¡venceremos!” (The 
fatherland or death, we shall be victorious!) An offended Siragusa added that 
delegates from several Latin American countries, including the Brazilian 
who presided over the meeting, sympathized openly with Uriguen Bravo and 
demonstrated open hostility toward the United States.” A year later, while 
participating in another inter-American meeting dealing with coca leaf, 
Siragusa complained that the delegate from Colombia made no attempt to 
disguise his friendship with the representative from Cuba despite the fact 
that the two countries had broken off diplomatic relations and that, “whether 
drunk or sober," the Colombian freely expressed his sympathy for Castro and 
his disapproval of U.S. foreign policy." 

The opportunity to demonize Fidel Castro and Cuba's embrace of revolu- 
tionary radicalism by linking the two to drugs, organized crime, and the evils 
of international communism proved too tempting to ignore. Siragusa, for 
example, in the best tradition of Cold War rhetoric, wrote that "Fidel Castro 
had found relations with the Mafia not only profitable, but also in line with 
his communist objectives." Moreover, according to Siragusa, "Pumping co- 
caine into the United States in order to weaken and even destroy the minds 
of Americans would certainly be applauded by the dictator's bosses in Mos- 
cow.””* The canard that the Cuban government was using drug smuggling as 
a tool to demoralize and destabilize the U.S. government retained currency 
for years.” 

Anslinger was the first to plow this ground. He subsequently accused Cas- 
tro's government of sending opium acquired in China to the United States 
to “break the will” of Americans and obtain dollars. These two objectives 
supposedly formed part of a global plan devised by “Soviet Russia and its 
communist allies."^? Anslinger’s accusations, seconded by Siragusa, reflected 
not only their virulent anticommunism but also the fact that in mid-March 
1962, four Cuban refugees had been arrested in Miami and charged with the 
possession and sale of opium after one of them sold half a pound of the drug 
to an undercover FBN agent.” The controversy did not recede, and when the 
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Czechoslovak embassy in Washington, D.C., announced that it would trans- 
mit a protest from Cuba over these accusations, Siragusa advised Anslinger 
to speak with the State Department to find a way to “use the press to exploit 
this issue.” Predictably, when the Cuban government ' letter of complaint 
reached the State Department, it refused to accept the missive, charging that 
it employed “insulting and abusive language." 

Several days later, another group of Cubans holding six pounds of cocaine 
was captured in a Miami raid. Siragusa claimed that the drug had come from 
Cuba and was “definitely” part “of a communist project" intended, among 
other things, to discredit the exile community.” Although one of the traffick- 
ers had arrived from Cuba just a few days earlier and declared that a diplomat 
from mainland China had given him the opium in Havana, he could not 
identify the individual? 

The Cubans charged in the two cases were convicted and sentenced to 
prison terms of between five and ten years. Yet no one looking into the af- 
fair found any connection between them and the Castro government. On the 
contrary, their political sympathies pointed in the other direction. One of 
the traffickers had been a member of the Cuban intelligence service during 
Batista's dictatorship, and another had commanded a landing craft during 
the April 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion.?? The arrest of these Cubans in Miami 
dealt an emotional blow to the area's growing refugee community, which was 
characterized by its resolve to earn an honest living through hard work. In- 
deed, the Dade County grand jury that heard the cases noted that the Cuban 
community "has behaved for the most part in exemplary fashion. They have 
shown dignity, patience, and initiative." ?" In addition, many of the first Cuban 
refugees were physicians, educators, and other professionals, and most were 
quickly recognized for their entrepreneurial spirit and capacity for work? 

Authorities in New York also arrested Cubans for drug trafficking. In Jan- 
uary 1962, police booked Juvenito Pablo Guerra for possessing two pounds of 
cocaine. The antinarcotics agents who captured him noted that his apartment 
contained “a supply of communist literature and pictures of Fidel Castro.” 
Guerra and two other Cubans were tried amid the glare of press accusations 
that they had smuggled cocaine into the United States "to obtain arms or 
cash for Fidel Castro." Nevertheless, the judge who found Guerra and a fe- 
male accomplice guilty of drug trafficking stressed, “I do not want another 
word said about [their] political faith of communism. There was no charge 
that these defendants violated any laws having to do with political beliefs or 
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even subversion.”* In American authorities’ interpretations, however, Cuba's 
defense against charges of cynically conspiring with drug traffickers to wage 
political warfare amounted to an offhanded admission of guilt. Said one U.S. 
government spokesman, "The unnecessary denial by the Cuban government 
regarding its participation [in drug trafficking] must reveal its own guilty 
conscience."/? 

These accusations against Cuba were being made at the same time that 
the U.S. government, following the failed Bay of Pigs invasion, was plan- 
ning Operation Mongoose, designed to bring down Castro. U.S. officials also 
feared that Cuba would export revolution to the rest of the continent both by 
example and through military training offered to aspiring Latin American 
guerrilla forces." Operation Mongoose, authorized by U.S. president John F. 
Kennedy, sought to use the "elements at our disposal...to help Cuba bring 
down the communist regime.””? Specifically, the operation attempted to re- 
move Castro from power by fomenting a counterrevolutionary movement 
that would garner popular support, would be backed by psychological and 
economic warfare, and would have the support of paramilitary groups in 
charge of carrying out sabotage and armed resistance against the govern- 
ment.” To gain intelligence for the effort, U.S. government agents subjected 
Cuban exiles in Miami to rigorous questioning.* As part of the operation, 
flyers inciting sabotage were distributed in Cuba, and millions of comic books 
containing stories designed to cast aspersions on Castro and the revolution 
were handed out across Latin America.” In addition, the Central Intelligence 
Agency launched a second round of attempts to assassinate Castro, this time 
obtaining aid from some of the mobsters who had owned and lost casinos in 
Cuba and were eager to revive their old businesses. The mafiosos were asked 
to contact their former associates on the island, whom the agency could then 
recruit to provide intelligence”* One plan, coordinated by both President 
Kennedy and his brother, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, without any 
involvement by mafia bosses, contemplated a 1 December 1963 assassination 
of Castro coupled with a coup against the government. This plan entailed 
the participation of U.S. military forces, which would back up a provisional 
governing junta.” Kennedy asked Florida senator George Smathers if “people 
would be gratified" in the event Castro were assassinated. John and Robert 
Kennedy had in fact discussed the subject many months earlier, in the fall of 
1961? The Kennedy brothers had made the toppling of Castro a personal mat- 
ter; engineering his demise would help avenge the Bay of Pigs fiasco. The attor- 
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ney general described the Cuban leaders as “black-bearded communists,” and 
he traveled with Central Intelligence Agency operatives to the camps where 
Cuban exiles were being trained to monitor and coordinate activities.” 

Anslinger's statements about the flow of drugs from Cuba to the United 
States quickly provoked public reaction. The Brooklyn Division of the Prot- 
estant Council, which represented 573 churches and 500,000 parishioners in 
New York City, as well as the Kings County branch of the city's American 
Legion organization asked for official investigations by both the Congress and 
the White House. The New York Journal-American editorialized that Cuba, “a 
country inclined to such depravity, has no place among civilized nations."*? 
A Baltimore News-Post editorial informed readers that "Havana was already 
the center of opium smuggling from Red China" and urged the United Na- 
tions “to boot" Cuba's “representatives onto the street.”** The media attacks 
on Fidel Castro and its allegations about his supposed drug addiction also 
continued, with one syndicated journalist calling him “the king of cocaine"? 
The rising public clamor affected official Washington. The Subcommittee on 
Internal Security of the U.S. Senate's Judiciary Committee met in New York 
and declared "that the cases under investigation in New York reveal a rela- 
tionship between Red China and Cuba's drug operations." The subcommittee 
warned that New York City "enjoys the invidious distinction of having the 
largest concentration of drug addicts in the United States" and pointed out 
that “New Yorkers, therefore, have a special interest in checking this drug 
smuggling and in denouncing this communist treason." The senators con- 
cluded by asking whether "the Communist Party of the United States was 
connected in some way with the illicit trafficking of drugs from Cuba."*? Si- 
ragusa, who had been invited to testify before the subcommittee, claimed that 
"the evidence we possess . . . indicates that this cocaine traffic is connected to 
Castro’s regime.” To reinforce his argument, he quoted selectively from his 
presentation made as head of the U.S. delegation to the First Inter-American 
Conference on the Illicit Traffic in Cocaine and Coca Leaves, held in Rio de 
Janeiro in March 1960.** Siragusa's original presentation had indeed made the 
point that "almost all of the contraband hydrochloride cocaine in the United 
States and Canada comes from Cuba," but he had also grouped Cuba with the 
United States, Canada, and nine other Latin American countries as "actual or 
potential victims" of such traffic? 

Seeking information that might shed light on the supposed China-to- 
Cuba opium connection, a U.S. Secret Service agent attached to the Treasury 
Department's Miami office contacted Cuban refugees in the last months of 
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1962. The agent concluded that while the presence of mainland Chinese in 
Cuba was a source of concern, no information elucidated the nature of their 
activities on the island. U.S. officials also could not prove that the Cuban 
government was using the diplomatic pouch to send narcotic drugs to New 
York via Mexico City. In the absence of any hard evidence, the Miami office 
closed the investigation"? Authorities in Washington disagreed, however, and 
insisted on keeping the opium issue alive. They next decided to study aerial 
photographs to pinpoint the location of the fields in Cuba where poppies were 
being cultivated?" Henry L. Giordano, who had replaced Anslinger as direc- 
tor ofthe FBN in 1962, picked right up where his predecessor left off, declaring 
in 1963 that Cuba and China were the principal sources of the cocaine and 
heroin entering the United States and Canada? 

Nevertheless, an official report issued in August 1965 contradicted the di- 
rector, concluding that “we have no concrete evidence to date about the cul- 
tivation of poppies in Cuba.”® Giordano eventually embraced that view, ac- 
knowledging in a note to the Department of State that although Cuban exiles 
maintained important drug trafficking networks between Latin America and 
the United States, “Cuba as such does not appear to be bound up in these 
activities.” He likewise endorsed the finding that Mexico City had replaced 
Havana as the main center of activities by criminal organizations.” 

During his tenure, Anslinger had also accused Communist China of being 
"the dope-vending dragon of the East.”” According to Anslinger, the Chinese 
government vigorously opposed the use of drugs domestically but encouraged 
their processing for export as a weapon in the soft war against Japan and the 
United States.” More concretely, Anslinger accused China of growing opium 
and of processing it into heroin to be sent to Japan.” Taiwan’s representative 
to the United Nations contributed to the disinformation campaign against 
China.” During the Korean War, furthermore, Anslinger had accused North 
Korea of serving as the pipeline through which Chinese heroin made its way 
to South Korea.” In every year from 1953 through 1962 with the exception of 
1960, the FBN's annual reports repeated the charge that China was one of the 
main sources of heroin entering the United States.?* 

Anslinger never wavered in his position on China, but contrary to his re- 
peated accusations, the Chinese communists had long since clamped down 
on the processing and trafficking of opium. According to historian Charles O. 
Walker, the coup de gráce against opium trafficking had been delivered during 
the Chinese Revolution.” Indeed, the Chinese communists, who had main- 
tained a strong antidrug line since the 1920s, launched massive campaigns 
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between 1949 and 1952 to obliterate opium trafficking and use as part of the 
construction of “new China."?? China's communists had departed from their 
antidrug policy only between 1941 and 1946, when they relied on money com- 
ing from opium to help finance their military campaigns.” Similarly, revo- 
lutionary Cuban campaigns directed toward forming a “new man" ceded no 
ground at all to drug use or trafficking. 
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©pilogue 


he foreign traffickers who smuggled drugs from either Europe or Latin 

America to the United States using Cuba as a transit point abandoned 

the island after the revolution and relocated in other countries. Corsi- 

can Paul Mondolini left Cuba for Madrid in January 1960, returned to 

Havana at the beginning of the next month, and then quickly left again, 
this time for Mexico City. Mondolini later met up with his Canadian associ- 
ate, Lucien Rivard, in Acapulco. The two drug lords continued making trips 
to Mexico for some years to come.’ Mondolini also maintained his heroin 
operations in France, as did Jean-Baptiste Croce and Ansan Bistoni, and his 
client networks in Mexico, Canada, and South America. He also joined a 
criminal organization run by Edouard Toudayan. Bistoni operated a process- 
ing laboratory near Cros-de-Cagnes, in France, and established a second fa- 
cility, in partnership with Croce, in Corsica.’ By 1966, French drug traffickers 
had begun to base some of their operations in Madrid and Barcelona, and 
both Mondolini and Croce frequently traveled to Spain? On the other side 
of the Atlantic, the Corsican mafia now transported heroin from France to 
the United States via Argentina and Mexico.* The Corsican traffickers also 
operated in reverse, sending cocaine from Buenos Aires to Europe? In 1967, 
more than seven years after he had last stood on Cuban soil, Mondolini was 
captured in France, indicted, and put on trial? 

Lucien Rivard, who owned a summer resort near Montreal, was captured 
and jailed in Canada in June 1964. He attempted to avoid extradition to the 
United States, where he faced charges of having imported heroin from Eu- 
rope via Mexico and Canada. The Rivard case erupted into a political scandal 
when one of the assistants to the Canadian minister of justice was accused 
of attempted bribery on behalf of Rivard. The scandal broadened when the 
justice minister and a member of Parliament stepped down after admitting 
that they had failed to investigate the assistant's actions. Further embarrass- 
ing the government, Rivard escaped from jail in March 1965 and remained 


on the lam until he was captured in his hideout in provincial Quebec four 
months later. He was extradited to Laredo, Texas, and tried for having ar- 
ranged four deliveries of between seventy and seventy-five pounds of heroin. 
Rivard was convicted and sentenced to twenty years in prison, while three of 
his Canadian associates received prison terms ranging between twelve and 
fifteen years.’ 

The monitoring and pursuit of other traffickers who had operated or found 
sanctuary in Cuba during the time of Batista’s dictatorship continued to yield 
results. Antranik Paroutian, another of the French drug runners who had 
brought heroin into Cuba during the 1950s, was captured in Beirut in March 
1960. Paroutian was extradited to the United States, tried, and sentenced to 
twenty years in prison for bringing heroin into the country. Testimony re- 
vealed that Paroutian had transferred more than half a million dollars from 
several New York banks to secret numbered Swiss accounts. He appealed his 
case to the U.S. Supreme Court, which declined to consider it? 

Mexico also became home to several gangs of Cuban drug traffickers who 
needed a new location in which to continue their illicit activities? On 3o June 
1960, authorities discovered a cocaine-processing laboratory in Mexico City 
as the result of an investigation in which U.S. Federal Bureau of Narcotics 
(FBN) agents stationed in both Cuba and Mexico shared information with 
their Mexican and Cuban counterparts. The raid turned up 3 kilos of cocaine 
and 11 kilos of heroin. Some months later, six more Cubans were captured, 
along with a Mexican associate, after a cocaine laboratory exploded in Cu- 
ernavaca.'” Despite these successes, however, other Cuban drug traffickers 
who had relocated to Mexico continued to ship cocaine, obtained from South 
America, to the Miami and New York markets.’” 

After the revolution, the Cubans who headed the island's drug trafficking 
gangs generally stayed away from the United States, since their names ap- 
peared on the list of criminals sought by American agents. At the same time, 
however, New York's long-established Cuban drug distribution networks 
gained strength.? Cubans were involved in drug trafficking in Miami, Cali- 
fornia, and Texas. At least eighty-six Cubans were convicted and sentenced 
for violating U.S. antidrug laws between July 1959 and early 1966, providing 
some indication of the measure of their involvement. Forty-nine of these in- 
dividuals operated in the New York-New Jersey area, while thirty-five oper- 
ated in Florida. Furthermore, nearly three-quarters of the group came from 
Havana and its environs. Their sentences ranged from as little as one year in 
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prison to twenty-five years behind bars, but most terms ran between five and 
ten years.” 

Between 1959 and 1966, virtually all of the Cubans convicted in Florida on 
drug trafficking charges had arrived in Miami after the revolutionary govern- 
ment took power. With some exceptions, these people trafficked for the most 
part in cocaine.? The pattern in New York City differed somewhat, however: 
Cubans formed the largest group among those convicted of cocaine traffick- 
ing during the period, while a smaller but still significant number were con- 
victed of selling heroin to New York's huge market for that drug, in which 
traffickers of various nationalities participated. These Cubans generally were 
arrested for making retail sales of the drug on the street. 

In addition to their involvement on the U.S. mainland, Cubans also partic- 
ipated in drug trafficking in Puerto Rico. As the director ofthe Puerto Rican 
Division of Drugs and Narcotics declared at the end of the 1970s, “Many [Cu- 
bans] increased the traffic and use of drugs, especially cocaine." 

Central America also figured in the new scheme, as Cuban exiles set up 
a laboratory in Managua, doing so, according to U.S. authorities, with the 
likely complicity of the head of Nicaragua's immigration service. This gang 
included Cubans who lived in Miami as well as in Nicaragua, and its mem- 
bers used young Americans as their mules. The gang had extensive networks 
that reached as far as Detroit." 

Before the revolution, Cuba's cocaine trafficking had been handled by peo- 
ple of other nationalities, and they, too, continued sending the drug to the 
United States after Castro took power. In August 1965, for example, chemist 
Luis González Aguilera shipped eighteen pounds of cocaine to the United 
States using Blanca Ibáñez as his courier. Ibáñez, however, was intercepted by 
agents in the Miami airport and subsequently convicted and imprisoned.” 

Extant records offer no further information regarding the drug-related ac- 
tivities of Colombian brothers Rafael and Tomás Herrán Olózaga, although 
in 1958 one FBN agent reported to his dismay that they were free on bail and 
that “reliable information existed that they had gone back into trafficking."^? 
Colombia, however, had figured in the international drug trade well before 
the time of the Herrán Olózaga brothers. During the 1930s and 19405, illegal 
drugs were smuggled into Colombia from Europe through the coastal ports of 
Cartagena and Barranquilla. Some of the contraband drugs were consumed 
locally, though their high cost restricted them only to the well-to-do, while 
the remainder was reexported to the United States.” 
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After 1965, a new dimension of the Andean connection was opened when 
Colombian drug traffickers, in tandem with traffickers of other nationalities, 
including Americans, began to establish distribution networks in the United 
States. Its main centers were New York and Miami. Los Angeles served as a 
secondary hub. Cubans who had settled in the United States helped to set up 
these networks, through which cocaine and to a lesser extent marijuana were 
distributed. In addition to the department of Antioquia, Colombian drug 
traffickers came in considerable numbers from the cities of Bogotá, Barran- 
quilla, and Cali. Some managed to exist in two worlds, running both legal 
businesses and clandestine laboratories in which they processed coca paste 
from Peru. Still others combined drug trafficking with emerald smuggling. 
Typically, mules (citizens of countries increasingly tied to the U.S. economy) 
would bring cocaine and marijuana on commercial flights to Miami and New 
York, hoping to blend unremarkably into the larger pool of Colombians trav- 
eling between the two countries. Not all, however, got past the customs and 
drug enforcement agents, and several of the intercepted mules were found 
to be carrying false passports, suggesting that the traffickers had developed 
relatively sophisticated criminal networks.” 

Inevitably, the higher volume of drug trafficking was reflected in law en- 
forcement statistics. According to one official report, Florida's crime rate in- 
creased 60 percent during the 1960s. Moreover, the report concluded, Florida 
suffered under "conditions of organized crime that were among the most ag- 
gravated in the United States.””* Yet the scope of the drug problem in Florida 
was a matter of degree, since in the mid-1950s, Florida's Office of Narcotic 
Drugs had already reported that the state was witnessing a rise in the number 
of arrests and convictions stemming from violations of the drug laws.”* De- 
spite warning against the inference that a “disproportionate amount of illegal 
activity” could be attributed to the large colony of Cuban refugees, subsequent 
reports issued by the same Florida agency noted that the cocaine “found in 
insignificant amounts before the arrival of the Cubans, is now being confis- 
cated on a frequent basis and in great quantities"? However, the pattern of 
involvement by citizens of different countries in drug trafficking in Florida 
was simply too diverse to permit any single and unvarying cause-and-effect 
relationship. 

Nevertheless, Cubans and South Americans from other countries had sig- 
nificant influence, and a considerable number of Americans were also in- 
volved in the Florida drug trafficking business during the 1960s? For the 
most part, the illegal substances involved were heroin, cocaine, and mari- 
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juana. In a significant number of cases, those selling the drugs were addicts 
themselves.” Thus, drug trafficking in Florida could not be ascribed purely to 
foreign interests or portrayed merely as something that had been "imported." 
Rather, much as in Cuba in earlier years, drug trafficking both in Florida and 
in the rest of the United States became a multinational business whose par- 
ticipants (who accorded the law little if any respect) included both Americans 
and foreigners as well as fortune-seeking, business-minded immigrants. 

On the basis of this mixture of ingredients and players, drug trafficking 
networks took shape and filled the exploding demand for illegal drugs in 
the United States. Beginning in the mid-1960s, drug use in the United States 
ceased being peculiar to fringe groups and became, on a massive scale, an 
activity pursued by middle-class youth for whom drugs provided an outlet 
for anti-Vietnam War protests and their rejection of the values transmitted 
by their parents and older Americans as a whole.”* The enormous growth in 
U.S. drug use and the development of domestic and international trafficking 
networks to service it are part of a different history. 
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